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ABSTRACT 
In 1979, the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) and the Standard Bank Investment 
Corporation came together to form the Standard Bank Foundation Collection of African 
Tribal Art, the first public collection of its kind in South Africa, which fundamentally re-
shaped public and institutional perceptions of black art in the country. Its collection and 
display, at first in the Gertrude Posel Gallery and then in the Wits Art Museum, formed a 
canon of African art that represented the artistic identities of a larger continent as well as 
those of South Africa’s majority black population. Together these formed an explicit 
political statement. This dissertation traces the evolution of the Standard Bank Collection, 
examining key developments at critical moments in South Africa’s political history.   
Divided into two parts that juxtapose the apartheid and post-apartheid periods, the 
first section begins with the founding of the Standard Bank Collection and its inaugural 
exhibition, African Tribal Sculpture held in 1979. In Chapter One, a case study considers 





from West and Central Africa. Wits thereby authenticated black South African objects as 
art, both in South Africa itself and within the field of African art history, an action that 
undermined the apartheid system. Chapter Two offers a second case study that takes on 
the racially charged climate of late apartheid, situating Wits’ collecting practices in 
relationship to the collections and exhibitions of other art museums in the country. Wits 
curators employed and politicized the labels traditional art and transitional art in their 
classifications of South African objects at a critical juncture in the nation’s political 
transformation. Part two looks at the post-apartheid period in a single case study. Chapter 
Three examines the politics present in exhibitions featuring African art in the new Wits 
Art Museum that addressed themes relevant to popular urban culture – including style, 
fashion, and adornment – viewed as central to the presentation of post-apartheid black 
identities. By examining the types of objects Wits collected and the kinds of exhibitions it 
mounted, this dissertation illuminates how the art museum’s cultural authority 
represented and grappled with the changing racial politics of the nation.  
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In August of 2014, the Wits Art Museum in Johannesburg opened a highly controversial 
exhibition, entitled Doing Hair: Art and Hair in Africa. The wide range of hair-themed 
contemporary and historical African art on view included a Baule figure from the Ivory 
Coast, Makonde Mapiko initiation masks from Mozambique, hand-painted barbershop 
signs from 1970s-1980s Togo and Benin, and a series of large color photographs of black 
judges wearing white barrister wigs by the South African photographer Pieter Hugo. 
Widely attended by Johannesburg audiences, the exhibition sought to explore 
contemporary and historical depictions of hair in African art within the museum’s 
permanent collections. However, as critic Kira Kemper remarked in her review of the 
exhibition in the online arts journal Artthrob, “Following the opening, Twitter exploded 
with anger towards the mainly white curators, the ethnographic feeling of the museum 
setting, and the subject matter in general.”1 The entanglements present in Doing Hair 
underscored the complexities inherent in the display of African art in South Africa. Such 
public criticisms also revealed the tensions and slippages that have accompanied the 
migration of African objects from the scientific realm of the ethnographic museum to the 
aesthetic domain of the fine art museum in South Africa.  
	
1 Kira Kemper, Artthrob, October 21, 2015. https://artthrob.co.za/2015/10/21/the-architecture-of-




The University of the Witwatersrand is the first public institution in South Africa 
to have purposefully assembled a collection of African objects that they defined as art 
rather than as ethnographic artifacts. This distinction is meaningful because it countered 
racially biased collecting practices that viewed these objects as nothing more than 
ethnographic oddities. By 2012, the Wits Art Museum held one of the largest collections 
of black South African art in the southern Africa region — including beadwork from the 
Eastern Cape, figurative sculpture from Limpopo Province, and pottery from KwaZulu-
Natal — the outcome of an over-thirty-year partnership between the University of the 
Witwatersrand (Wits) and the Standard Bank Corporation. Through the Standard Bank 
Foundation Collection of African Tribal Art  (hereafter referred to as the Standard Bank 
Collection), established in 1979, Wits acquired objects made by African societies from 
across the continent, whose artwork had been largely neglected by other South African 
art museums.  
In South Africa prior to the 1980s, African art was outside of the purview of the 
art museum and the discipline of art history. In the late 1970s, Wits introduced African 
objects to the aesthetic sphere of the art gallery and the intellectual discourses of art 
history during a period of political upheaval and racial oppression. This dissertation 
argues that Wits uniquely developed a canon of South African art — from the late 
nineteenth century to the present — as an explicit political statement against the racist 
systems of apartheid, which had denied black South Africans their place in art history. It 
examines how, in the types of objects it collected and the kinds of exhibitions it mounted, 




the art of the majority black South African population. In so doing, as this dissertation 
further contends, Wits reshaped public and institutional perceptions of black South 
African art forms at a time of momentous political and cultural change, thereby effecting 
a paradigmatic shift in the collecting and display policies of other art museums in the 
country.  
This dissertation undertakes a close reading of the development of the Standard 
Bank Collection and the political and cultural discourses generated by exhibitions of 
African art at the University of the Witwatersrand — first in the Gertrude Posel Gallery 
and then in the Wits Art Museum. Divided into two parts, this dissertation takes an 
intentional chronological approach in order to examine the progression of Wits’ 
collecting and display practices and the ways in which they represented racial identities at 
different political moments in time. Part one comprises two case studies that look at the 
founding of the Standard Bank Collection during apartheid and exhibitions of African art 
in the Gertrude Posel Gallery in 1979 and 1989. Part two is a case study that focuses on 
the post-apartheid period and the presentation of African art in the new Wits Art Museum 
in 2014 and 2015. These case studies, deliberately set apart and against each other, 
demonstrate the ways in which Wits amended its collecting policies and applied shifting 
taxonomies to black South African objects in the apartheid and post-apartheid periods. 
Central to this study is the assertion that museums are not neutral arbiters of taste 
and valuation, but rather agents in the ongoing politics of representation. As a nation, 
South Africa has undergone seismic political and cultural shifts as the consequences of 




country has encompassed an ever-mutable and multifaceted cultural diversity. Different 
cultural groups, at various times throughout its history, have embraced or rejected 
identifications with the nation.2 Museums are purveyors of culture and sites of knowledge 
production that manifest identities, including national identities. However, as museum 
studies scholar Sharon J. Macdonald stresses, these identities are not universal but 
historically and culturally contingent.3 The construction of identities as connected to 
concepts of nationhood and belonging at South African museums, and more specifically 
art museums, has reflected long processes of historical change and addressed ideas of 
who is to be considered “South African.” Still, some of these same museums have 
neglected to represent shifting conceptions of identities even as post-apartheid identity 
politics have demanded a more dynamic self-representation from them.  
Wits’ location in Johannesburg is relevant to a discussion of the Standard Bank 
Collection, its cultural impact, and its engagement with the city’s diverse urban public 
from the late 1970s onwards. More than any other South African city, this sprawling 
urban metropolis has uniquely reflected and embodied the nation’s racial complexities 
and political transformation. Johannesburg has been, and remains, a racially and 
economically stratified city in which art and culture have sought to circumvent and unite 
	
2 The idea of a South African “nation” is defined in this dissertation as a political entity and 
governing body within a delineated and enclosed border that expresses a declared identity, 
historically constructed along racial lines, that has undergone major shifts over time — from 
racial segregation and white domination during apartheid to a diverse, yet united, non-racial 
“Rainbow Nation” following the first democratic elections in 1994. In the post-apartheid period, 
then-President Thabo Mbeki (1999-2008), described South Africa as a country of two nations: 
one white and prosperous and another, larger nation that is black and poor.  
3 Sharon J. Macdonald, “National, Postnational, Transcultural Identities,” Museum Studies: An 




the city’s diverse constituents. Its transformation in the mid-1980s from a middle-class 
white to a predominantly black South African city coincided with the advent of 
exhibitions and collections of black South African art in its museums. More recently, 
Johannesburg has become a densely populated, dynamic, multinational, multicultural 
African city, where the majority of whites, as well as a burgeoning black middle class, 
now reside in the more affluent northern suburbs. It is against the backdrop of 
Johannesburg’s particular and complex sociocultural character that the new Wits Art 
Museum has sought to represent the city’s post-apartheid racial and cultural diversity. 
The question arises as to how museum collections and exhibitions, such as those 
presented by Wits, responded to the city’s changing demographics and the growing black 
urban citizenry of this vibrant urban center. 
 Insufficient literature exists on the cultural impact and racial politics of the 
collection and display of historical South African art in the country’s art museums from 
the apartheid era to the present. This dissertation seeks to fill this gap. Taking the 
example of the Standard Bank Collection, it examines how the formation of a collection 
of black South African art served institutional political and cultural agendas as well as 
that of individual Wits curators and art historians responsible for acquiring and exhibiting 
its African art collections. Whereas this dissertation focuses on critical periods in the 
development of the Standard Bank Collection, and on the curatorial roles played in major 
exhibitions of African art, it does not claim to present a comprehensive analysis of the 
collection’s nearly forty-year history. There are omissions and temporal breaks, notably 




Museum in 2012. The Gertrude Posel Gallery (then referred to as the Wits Art Galleries) 
closed in 2002 to make way for the development of this new museum, although 
exhibition and collection activity continued in collaboration with other South African art 
venues. The state of the research in this period is so rich and detailed, a more complete 
history of the Standard Bank Collection would necessitate inclusion of multiple 
institutional and regional histories and constituencies that lie beyond the scope of this 
study. 
 Underpinning this dissertation is the historical and cultural framework of South 
Africa’s art museums. The Gertrude Posel Gallery maintained permanent collections of 
art and followed professional museum guidelines and is therefore treated by this study as 
a museum space.4 This dissertation also undertakes comparative analyses between Wits 
and other art museums, specifically the Johannesburg Art Gallery, with which it was in 
direct cultural dialogue for nearly three decades. This study begins with a brief discussion 
of the ethnographic collections of early general-history museums in South Africa in order 
to understand how African objects were initially represented and interpreted through the 
lens of science-based disciplines, and how these construals carried through to the art 
museum. This study also recognizes the existence of numerous heritage museums and 
heritage sites established in South Africa just prior to and after 1994, though a discussion 
of such institutions falls outside this project’s purview. While art museums and heritage 
museums similarly prioritize the visual experience, they do so in different ways. Heritage 
	
4 The Gertrude Posel Gallery was part of a consortium of small departmental museums at the 
University of the Witwatersrand. These museums’ directors and curators adhered to institutional 




sites typically revolve around a historically significant site, such as the Robben Island 
Museum in Cape Town and Constitution Hill in Johannesburg. In contrast, art museums 
tend to frequently rotate their displays as objects in their collections take on multiple and 
varied meanings over time, which is the primary focus of this study. 
 
Museums and the Identity of the Nation   
The contention of this study is that the art museum, which Sharon Macdonald 
describes as a specific cultural form, has historically expressed and constituted different 
kinds of identities by assembling significant cultural artifacts that are “appropriated as 
‘national’ expressions of identity.”5 In the nineteenth century, public museums in Europe 
became closely bound to the configuration of national identities, which were then 
exported to European colonies across the globe and translated within local contexts of 
politics and culture.6 The collection and display of African objects as objets d’art in 
museum settings is the outcome of historical processes critically interconnected to 
shifting aesthetic hierarchies and politics of value that were also integral to the formation 
of national identities. Particular to colonialist nations was the construction in museums of 
racial and cultural difference, enacted through the display of African objects as examples 
of  primitive “Others,” which was then exported back to the colonial setting. As a Dutch 
and British colony, followed by over forty years of white apartheid rule under which the 
culture and history of the majority-black population was oppressed, South Africa presents 
	
5 Macdonald, “Museums, National, Postnational and Transcultural Identities,” 275. 




particular challenges in characterizing a unified national identity. The question of what 
such an identity entails, and more specifically what constitutes a national collection of 
South African art, has proven fraught and complex.  
The anthropologist Flora Edouwaye S. Kaplan’s differentiation between the 
identity of a nation and national identity is useful in terms of clarifying how identities 
were manifested in South African museums at different moments in time. She defines 
identity connected to ideas of the nation as associated with ideologies and worldviews 
assumed to be held by diverse constituents who reside within a nation’s borders, and who 
owe collective allegiance to a governing center. Here, notions of the nation are not 
presumed to be universal but rather accommodating of broad interests, such as different 
religious or cultural affiliations. Conversely, national identity is “effectively imposed by 
the authority of the state” and wholly adopted by those groups and individuals believed to 
benefit most from its governance and policies.7 In this configuration, national identity is 
viewed as largely homogenous and unsympathetic to those who reside outside of the 
ideological boundaries of the governing entity. Kaplan’s ideas of the identity of the nation 
and national identity have operated in South Africa at different historical periods that 
have not always been clearly demarcated or temporally exclusive. In colonial South 
Africa, with a large and culturally diverse indigenous population and also a population of 
white settlers (who were also diverse), identities were neither homogenous nor cohesive, 
often leading to turmoil and conflict. Such diversity has impacted how different cultural 
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and social groups in South Africa have seen themselves as represented by art museums 
from the colonial era to the post-apartheid period. 
From the beginning of colonial South Africa, how then were ideas of national 
identity and nationhood initially conveyed through the museum? Within the white settler 
population in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, some groups identified as 
British and others considered themselves Afrikaner. While not addressing the colonial 
context specifically, Kaplan’s formulation of the identity of the nation as associated with 
manifold and co-existing ideologies manifested as early as the seventeenth century. 
Historians Patrick Bond and John S. Saul write that through the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, early Cape settlers — evolving from a mélange of Dutch, French, 
Scandinavian, and German — developed a distinct African (Afrikaner) identity and 
dialect that would crystallize with the rise of the Afrikaner nationalism under apartheid.8 
The identity of British colonial settlers leading up to and in the aftermath of the Second 
Boer War remained broadly linked with the British empire, who also viewed the 
Afrikaner population as British subjects.9 In spite of class schisms and the existence of 
multiple nationalisms and ideologies within the British and Afrikaner settler populations 
there was, as art historian Lize Van Robbroeck observes, a more cohesive “nascent white 
	
8 John. S. Saul and Patrick Bond, South Africa – The Present as History: From Mrs Ples to 
Mandela & Marikana (Johannesburg: Jacana Media, 2014), 22. 
9 The South African Anglo-Boer War, also known as the Second Boer War, was fought between 
the British Empire and independent Boer (Afrikaner) States from 1899 to 1902 over the control of 
the British Empire in South Africa, resulting in British victory. Class fissures between British and 
Afrikaner settler populations were particularly rife in the aftermath of the war and following the 





national imaginary” constructed around a unified and vested interest in exclusive claims 
to land and resources.10  
Ideas of the identity of the nation in early museums, however, were more 
narrowly expressed around class-based distinctions that were built upon the cultural and 
national identities of the museums’ founders. South African museums were founded upon 
British models, of which South Africa imported two general types emerging in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries — the fine art museum and general history 
museum — which served similar edifying roles as their British and European 
counterparts. Unlike large, national encyclopedic museums in Europe, such as the British 
Museum, early museums in South Africa grew out of smaller, private collections that 
served partisan interests within the white settler population. Through their respective 
collections — the ethnographic collections of natural history museums and the painting 
and sculpture of fine art museums — these institutions propagated ideas of racial 
difference and established clear racial binaries between white settlers and black 
indigenous populations that were material, cultural, and ideological. 
The beginnings of the fine art museum in South Africa transmitted the cultural 
ideals and national interests of a European immigrant and privileged class, which also 
served an educational role. In their aim to cultivate “civilized” values among the white 
working classes, art museums sought to accommodate the diverse social strata of South 
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Africa’s settler populations, but not always successfully. As Sharon Macdonald observes 
in regard to European museums, cultural institutions were historically expressive sites for 
“public culturing.” These museums sought to transmit the educational value of “high 
culture” to the masses as symbolic attempts to cultivate a national public, cultural and 
social morals that were similarly transmitted through the collections of art museums in 
South Africa.11 By “public,” Macdonald suggests a symbolic collectivity in which 
multiple identifications with the nation were understood in cultural terms, such as 
through fine art or natural history collections. The first fine art museums in South Africa, 
such as the Tatham Art Gallery established in 1903, the Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG), 
which opened to the public in 1910, and the South African National Gallery (SANG), 
founded in 1930, emerged from private collections of seventeenth-to-nineteenth-century 
Dutch, French, and British painting that catered to a white elite, bringing European high 
culture to their respective developing urban centers.12  
The Johannesburg Art Gallery, for example, conveyed the cultivated ideologies of 
British culture and catered to English-speaking settlers over the Afrikaner population, 
reifying class-based fissures between these groups.13 Situated in Joubert Park in the heart 
of Johannesburg, in a building designed by the British architect Sir Edwin Lutyens, JAG 
embodied the lofty cultural values to which its founder, Florence Phillips, aspired. In her 
	
11 Sharon Macdonald, “National, Postnational, Transcultural Identities,” 274. 
12 The South African National Gallery was founded upon the bequest of paintings by the collector 
Thomas Butterworth Bailey in 1872 and the Johannesburg Art Gallery upon the private collection 
of Lady Florence Phillips formed in the early 1900s. 
13Anitra Nettleton, “Arts and Africana: Hierarchies of Material Culture,” South African Historical 




history of the museum, Jillian Carmen, former curator at JAG, emphasizes that its 
founding emerged from a desire to fertilize a cultural infrastructure and civil society in a 
burgeoning Johannesburg in the aftermath of the South African War.14 Local South 
African (i.e., white) art, as Carmen contends, was decreed provincial, uncultured, and not 
of museum standard.15 Identifications with the South African nation as articulated by art 
museums of this period were bound to the ideologies and identity formations of European 
cultural and aesthetic standards to which no provincial South African art was considered 
equal. It was only from the 1960s that art museums reconfigured ideas of nationhood and 
national identities through the expression of a more localized South African idiom, 
acquiring works by white South African pioneer artists, for instance the landscape painter 
Jacobus Hendrik Pierneef, and such white modern painters as Irma Stern and Maggie 
Laubser, as well as black modern artists including Gerard Sekoto and Gerard Bhengu. 
This last group further complicated notions of a national identity, constructed through the 
art museum, as encompassing only white culture. But although museums collected these 
works, they still displayed them for largely white audiences, and black artists geared their 
subject matter to this audience.  
	
14 Following the South African War, which also centered on the British control of the gold mines 
in and around Johannesburg, there was tension between “the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ and growing 
Afrikaner resistance to imperial reconstruction. See Jillian Carmen, Uplifting the Colonial 
Philistine: Florence Phillips and the Making of the Johannesburg Art Gallery (Johannesburg: 
Wits University Press, 2006), 56. 
15 Carmen suggests that JAG’s founder, Lady Florence Phillips, subscribed to the idea that 
foreign art was necessary as locals had yet to perfect the visual sophistication of European 




For the majority of the black South African population, museums represented 
their black cultural identities as foreign to their country of origin. Black South African 
objects were not only exported to Europe and displayed as material evidence of the 
cultural imperatives of the colonial project but were also displayed as exotic and 
unfamiliar objects in South African museums. Furthermore, as Jillian Carmen argues, 
white settler identities in South Africa in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
were also configured through “natural history items, which were appropriated, ordered 
and interpreted by colonists and travelers in their conquering world.”16 Natural history 
museums in South Africa, seen as more popular and accessible to the masses than 
museums of high art, unified white identity around ideas of cultural and racial superiority 
through depictions of primitivizing tropes of black South Africans, whom they associated 
with nature rather than culture.  
 The ascendancy of Afrikaner nationalism and the institutionalization of apartheid 
following the election of the Afrikaner National Party in 1948, imposed a concept of 
national identity that Kaplan defines as that which is fortified by the state. Apartheid 
systematized and naturalized ideas of racial difference as a culmination of segregation 
laws implemented decades earlier by the British. While scholars often narrowly frame 
Afrikaner culture exclusively in terms of apartheid and white nationalist ideologies 
rooted in the concept of the Afrikaner volk (people), the historian Albert Grundlingh sees 
Afrikaner identities as more complex. Grundlingh argues that the rise of Afrikaner 
nationalism was a part of a broad political and social response to uneven economic 
	




development in South Africa that impacted the black indigenous population but also a 
substantial number of white Afrikaners.17 Afrikaner nationalism and identities, bounded 
by a common past, language, and religion, manifested visually in numerous and 
multivalent ways including in public sculpture, architecture, print culture, fine art, as well 
as in exhibitions and museums.18 
The founding colonial model of art museums in South Africa and its continued 
sanction of white culture under apartheid, “was used to the detriment of the heritage of 
indigenous peoples,” as archeologist Janettte Deacon explains, who were still seen in 
large part as objects of culture rather than as viewing subjects.19 The white museum-
going public had largely accepted as unproblematic that artistic identities were the 
privileged domain of the white minority. But in the mid-1980s, progressive museum 
administrators and curators began to recognize the need to reflect the country’s diverse 
artistic heritage and adopted more inclusive approaches to their collection and exhibition 
practices. Museums engaged in collective policy-making and critical reassessments in 
response to exclusionary museum missions, at times provoking heated debates among a 
largely white group of museum professionals.20  
	
17 See Albert Grundlingh, “The Trajectory and Dynamics of Afrikaner Nationalism in the 
Twentieth Century: An Overview,” in Troubling Images, 23-40. 
18 See Troubling Images: Visual Culture and the Politics of Afrikaner Nationalism, eds. Federico 
Freschi, Brenda Schmahmann, and Lize van Robbroeck and Brenda Schmahmann, Picturing 
Change: Curating Visual Culture at Post-Apartheid Universities (Johannesburg: Wits University 
Press, 2013) for discussions of specific case studies addressing Afrikaner visual culture. 
19 Janette Deacon, cited in Crain Soudien, “Emerging Discourses Around Identity in New South 
African Museum Exhibitions,” Interventions, Vol. 10, No. 2 (2008), 208. 
20 The South African Museum Association (SAMA) was particularly influential in this regard, 
holding conferences and guiding collective policy-making. The 1987 SAMA conference, 
“Museums in a Changing and Divided South Africa,” held in Pietermaritzburg, is cited as a 




South African museums began to acquire and exhibit black South African art as 
part of broad strategies of redress and identities reformation. Despite this, ideas of 
national identities as conveyed through the art museum remained divided and fragmented 
at the end of apartheid. Large surveys of black South African art in the 1980s, in all 
genres and time periods, were oriented around the black subject, further entrenching 
racial segregation in the museum. And whereas the reparatory measures taken up by 
museums in the 1980s and 1990s were undoubtedly necessary and long overdue, they 
remained largely superficial. Museums’ administrative structures, and their overarching 
Euro-American ethos, did not change to any significant extent.  
  Following the nation’s first democratic elections in 1994, art museums became 
more self-consciously political. Curators and museums adopted ideas of transformation in 
which colonial and apartheid ideologies were reconfigured in order to accommodate post-
apartheid identities and ideas of multiculturalism. Exhibitions such as the groundbreaking 
first Johannesburg Biennale, Africus, held in 1995, and Democracy X: Marking the 
Present presented at the South African National Gallery in Cape Town in 2004, 
articulated an inclusive and pluralistic vision of the artistic identity of the nation. The 
expression of a national artistic identity representative of the “new” South Africa was 
also designed for the world stage in an international touring exhibition of South African 
art in 1995, co-organized by the University of the Witwatersrand and the Meridian 
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International Center in Washington, D.C. Entitled Panoramas of Passage: Changing 
Landscapes of South Africa and guest-curated by the South African artist, Clive van den 
Berg, the exhibition investigated concepts of South African history and memory — 
critical issues facing the new nation — through metaphors of land and landscape and in 
the works of black and white South African artists dating from the nineteenth century to 
the 1990s. 
Building upon what Sabine Marschall describes as “pluralist multiculturalism,” 
art museums and the exhibitions they mounted in the first decade of democracy brought 
together, perhaps idealistically, the country’s diverse art forms on equal footing, thereby 
dismantling such museum-constructed binaries as black/white, center/periphery, and 
rural/urban.21 Reiterating this multicultural and democratic curatorial approach in his 
aptly titled essay for the Africus biennale, “Here Comes Everybody,” art historian 
Thomas McEvilley observes that the function of new, or newly re-encountered art is 
concerned less with aesthetics than with “clarifying cultural identity” in the postcolonial 
landscape.22 Indeed, contemporary South African artists departed from the hardened 
dichotomies of race and the specific politics of “the struggle” — to quote art historian 
Rory Bester — to engage with a new politics of identity that were far more complex and 
heterogenous and taken up in museum exhibitions in the post-apartheid period.23  
	
21 Sabine Marschall, “Articulating Cultural Pluralism through Public Art as Heritage in South 
Africa,” Visual Anthropology, Issue 23 (2010), 79. 
22 Thomas McEvilley, “Here Comes Everybody,” Africus: Johannesburg Biennale 
(Johannesburg: Transitional Metropolitan Council, 1995), 57. 
23 Rory Bester, “Spaces to Say,” A Decade of Democracy: South African Art 1994-2004 From the 
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 The above synthesizes a very long and complex history of art museums in South 
Africa, but the ways in which museums fortified manifold national identities at different 
periods informs this dissertation. Wits’ collecting practices actively challenged historical 
constructs of white cultural identities within the museum setting and formulated one 
oriented around black artistic heritage. The historical role of the museum as the exclusive 
domain of white culture has also more recently informed discourses around 
decolonization. The South African art historian, Nontobeko Ntombela, sees the debates 
around decolonization as centered on the nation’s estranged relationship with the rest of 
the continent.24 South Africa has presented itself — culturally, socially, and politically — 
as an exception on the African continent, contributing to a reluctance to identify South 
Africa as an African nation. Although collections and exhibitions policies of some South 
African art museums have striven to, and succeeded in, representing the multicultural and 
multiracial diversity of the post-apartheid nation, the entity of the art museum itself has 
remained a symbol of the country’s colonial legacies.25    
Advocacy for decolonization therefore aims to dismantle the Euro-American 
aesthetic foundations of the art museum itself. Art museums in South African not only 
remain accountable to their permanent collections and exhibitions that have historically 
represented the white minority, but also to the ways in which they have instituted modes 
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of display constructed around and for white viewers. As South African historian, Carolyn 
Hamilton, and art historian, Elizabeth Rankin, collaboratively express, the task facing 
museums is to open historical collections to interpretation and debate and dismantle ideas 
of authenticity and “packaged identities” with its roots in colonialism and apartheid.26 
Despite socially conscious collecting and display practices at Wits, the art museum as a 
repository of South African art and culture continues to be a contested site of cultural 
debate. 
 
Museums and Curatorial Authority 
 Identities constructed by museums are not only constituted through their 
collections but are also determined through the work of curators, art historians, and 
museum staff. Anthropologist Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has emphatically stated that 
“ethnographic artifacts are objects of ethnography” only by virtue of its designation by 
ethnographers.27 Similarly, what is defined as “art,” and the narratives promoted through 
exhibitions, are determined by museum curators. This dissertation recognizes the curator 
as influential to constructions of the identities of museums. Art historical discourses in 
South Africa derive from exhibitions that have contributed to evolving definitions of art 
in the country. From the displays of British and Dutch painting in the Johannesburg Art 
Gallery in the early twentieth century to large-scale revisionist showings of black South 
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African art in the 1980s in art museums across the nation, exhibitions have been 
influential arenas in the shifting representations of South Africa’s artistic heritage. These 
exhibitions have also embodied the cultural biases and aesthetic judgments of individual 
curators, art historians, and institutions, which have remained structurally exclusionary of 
those outside the domains of cultural privilege and authority, even as museums became 
more inclusive. 
Intrinsic to the assemblage and display of objects within the museum are relations 
of power. Historically, the role of the curator was one of conservation and care of 
collections. Since the hyper-professionalization of the curatorial field in the 1980s, 
curators are no longer keepers of objects behind the scenes, but visible personas that 
guide museums narratives. The ascendancy of visual art curators more specifically has 
initiated contemporary discourses around authorship and cultural authority. 
Anthropologist Michael Ames contends that in the museum, the politics of representation 
and debates around authority, authenticity, cultural appropriation, and canonization of 
knowledge come to the forefront. He therefore asks, “Are museum curators the cultural 
imperialists and missionaries of the postmodern age?”28 While Ames’ question is 
certainly provocative, it raises questions around forms of “privileging and disprivileging” 
that have emerged in post-apartheid South African museums, as education and African 
studies scholar Crain Soudien observes.29 It also interrogates the responsibility of 
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curatorial as well as political power to “delimit and project identity” within the spaces of 
the exhibitions.30  
The archetype of the exhibition curator in South Africa was also imported from 
Europe and the United States. Until the first democratic elections in 1994, curatorial 
practice was fairly conservative. Like the museums in which they worked, curators 
adhered to the aesthetic conventions of the “white cube,” characterized by art historian 
Brian O’Doherty as a timeless and pristine white space in which modern art is framed 
and defined.31 Within this aesthetic paradigm, curators constructed narratives of South 
African art that privileged the individual object, juxtaposed with similar objects, in order 
to create visual associations and meanings intended to be collectively read and accepted 
by a largely white, art-centered viewing public. As the Australian art historian and critic 
Terry Smith observes, exhibitionary meaning conveys “some aspect of individual and 
collective experience.” 32 But this experience is inherently subjective and legible within 
the visual codes of museum collections and presentation that often reify dominant 
ideologies, even as curators seek to reject them. For example, exhibitions often center on 
the fine art painting and sculpture by named South African artists, with the African art 
exhibitions at Wits being notable exceptions. 
Following Duncan Cameron’s theories of the “New Museology,” curators in 
South Africa after apartheid aspired to create inclusive spaces for discussion and cultural 
	
30 Ibid., 209. 
31 See Brian O'Doherty, Inside the White Cube: the Ideology of the Gallery Space. First bk. ed. 
Santa Monica, CA: Lapis Press, 1986. 
32 Terry Smith, Thinking Contemporary Curating. Second ed. (New York: Independent Curators 




debate through exhibitions and educational programming.33 Museums sought not only to 
represent South Africa’s complex racial and cultural diversity on their walls and in their 
storerooms, but also in their audiences. Art institutions like the Wits Art Museum 
undertook novel curatorial approaches to exhibitions in order to reconceptualize 
constructs of historical South African art along the spectrum of post-apartheid identities, 
inclusivity, and diversity.34 However, in spite of these initiatives, museums’ curatorial 
and administrative personnel remained within the expertise of a small number of arts 
professionals, who were predominantly white, although the field began to expand to 
include black curators in the 2000s.35  Nevertheless, as Hamilton and Rankin further 
caution, most museums have continued to proclaim unproblematically the capacity of the 
institution, and the role of the curator to represent artistic and cultural knowledge, albeit 
with “anti-apartheid correctives.”36 
	
33 The “new museology” evolved in the 1970s in the United States as a counter strategy to the 
idea of the museum as an elitist space, cut off from the realities of common experience, which 
needed to change. See Duncan Cameron, “The Museum: A Temple or the Forum,” Journal of 
World History, Vol. 14, No. 1 (1971), 11-24. 
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2016. PhD dissertation, University of Johannesburg, South Africa, 2019, 37.    
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 More recent post-apartheid and postcolonial discourses surrounding art museums 
in South Africa have continued to center not on the objects collected but on how they are 
displayed and who holds the curatorial authority to do so. The still relative few black 
curators and high-level museum administrators in post-apartheid arts institutions have 
fueled such polarizing debates as artist and writer Sharlene Kahn’s controversial essay 
from 2011, “Doing it for Daddy,” in which she claims the complicit role of white women 
in the exclusion of black curatorial voices from art history and cultural institutions. Citing 
the activist writings of Geeta Kapur and Thembinkosi Goniwe, Kahn claims that the 
white patriarchy of apartheid was replaced in the post-apartheid era by the curatorial 
ascendancy of white women in the cultural sector. While Kahn’s incendiary commentary 
is intentionally polemical, it speaks to the perceived power structures that remain at play 
within art museums in South Africa. And whereas curatorial practice has become more 
diversified since 2012, especially with the ascendancy of independent curators, these 
debates have had a particularly biting effect on art museums. 
  
Politics of Display in African Art History  
The collection and display of African objects originated in the disciplines of 
anthropology and ethnography before being undertaken by art curators and art historians. 
Several key texts ground this analysis of Wits’ early collecting practices and the 
migration of African objects from natural history to art museums in South Africa. Art 
historian Annie E. Coombes has observed that the professionalized disciplines of 




emerging position of the museum curator. Coombes’ Reinventing Africa: Museums, 
Material Culture and Popular Imagination (1997), and her 1998 essay, “Museums and 
the Formation of National and Cultural Identities,” locate the role of the museum and the 
work of curators in newly emerging forms of public spectatorship, premised upon 
primitivizing tropes of Africa in Britain at the end of the nineteenth and in the first 
decades of the twentieth century. Coombes’ analysis of the construction of the racial 
‘Other’ by museums during the colonial period in Britain, as well as throughout Europe 
and its colonies, has particular bearing on this study.  
While Coombes and others do not explore the manner in which colonial South 
Africa’s museums reproduced these tropes, Patricia Davison’s 1991 doctoral dissertation, 
Material Culture, Context and Meaning: A Critical Investigation of Museum Practice, 
with Particular Reference to the South African Museum, examines the relationship 
between the developing field of ethnography and the museum in colonial South Africa. 
Davison, a cultural historian and former curator of the South African Museum, uses that 
institution as an example to demonstrate how the meaning of cultural artifacts was 
conveyed not through the objects’ perceived authenticity but in museums’ organizing 
framework. Davison necessarily limits her analysis to ethnographic collections and does 
not undertake in any depth the display of African objects in art museums; this dissertation 
supplements her project, claiming that the problems of representation in ethnographic 
collections are also present in the art-museum context.  
Wits curators were cognizant of the politics of race in collecting and displaying 




past. They were equally aware of the aesthetic and cultural processes that enabled cultural 
artifacts to enter the fine art museum, a tangible tension that remains to this day. In the 
1990s, both anthropologist Sally Price and cultural historian James Clifford engage with 
conflicts inherent in the shifts in value that stem from the transition of artifacts from the 
ethnographic to the art museum. Both Clifford’s The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-
Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art (1998) and Price’s Primitive Art in Civilized 
Places (2001) observe that the cultural identity of objects is defined by the museum 
setting, whether that of fine art or ethnography. Visual cues that differentiate art from 
ethnographic displays, such as boutique lighting, minimal wall labels, and modes of 
presentation (the pedestal rather than the diorama) assert what Price describes as a “rather 
than” construction. 37 In other words, both the subjective aesthetic experience of the art 
museum and the objective experience of the science-based displays of ethnographic 
museums similarly produce an othering effect in how European and American viewers 
perceived African objects, which has similarly impacted the reception of African art in 
the Gertrude Posel Gallery and in the Wits Art Museum. 
 Such anthropological discourses inform the field of African art history. For 
example, art historians Sidney Littlefield Kasfir, Larry Shiner, and Christopher Steiner 
wrote on the formation of a canon of African art in Europe and the United States. Shiner 
and Steiner articulate that the development of a canon of African art concentrated on the 
carved wood sculpture from West and Central Africa, omitting the vast diversity of 
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cultural production from other regions of the continent, including South Africa. Kasfir’s 
seminal essay, “African Art and Authenticity: A Text with a Shadow” (1992) and 
Steiner’s essay, “Can the Canon Burst?” (1996) challenge the value system ascribed to 
so-called authentic African art and the curatorial authority that has defined it, 
concentrating on the United States. Notably, Kasfir and Steiner’s interrogation of the 
problematic and concomitant ideas of authenticity and so-called pre-colonial traditions is 
constructive to this study’s examination of how Wits curators evaluated authenticity in 
black South African art in the late 1970s. This study engages with this literature and the 
ways in which the canon of African art defined by scholars in the United States critically 
informed Wits’ formulation of a historical collection of African art in South Africa. 
Kathleen Bickford Berzock and Christa Clarke’s edited volume, Representing 
Africa in American Art Museums (2011) is one of the rare studies to examine the role of 
individual collectors and institutional collecting practices in shaping ideas of African art 
in the United States. The essays in this volume examine the public reception of African 
objects — discerning differences between “art” and “artifact” — which have informed 
this study’s understanding of varying readings of African art by Johannesburg audiences. 
Additionally, Susan Vogel’s curatorial work and scholarship through the Center for 
African Art in the 1980s — notably the exhibitions and catalogs for Perspectives: Angles 
on African Art (1987) and Art/Artifact: African Art in Anthropology Collections (1988) 
— have addressed ideas how meanings and interpretations of African art have been 
shaped by the museum. This dissertation contributes to the growing body of literature, 




This dissertation also adds to the already substantial literature on collection 
histories of individual museums in South Africa. While other museums have been 
comprehensively examined, an in-depth study of the collection and display of African art 
at the University of the Witwatersrand has not been undertaken. Publications include 
Jillian Carmen’s painstakingly researched study on the formation of the Johannesburg Art 
Gallery, Uplifting the Colonial Philistine: Florence Phillips and the Making of the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery (2006); Brendan Bell’s examination of the founding of the 
collections of the Tatham Art Gallery, Storm in the Wheatfield: The Tatham Art Gallery 
Collection 1903-1974 (2009); and the recent 2019 publication, Between Dreams and 
Realities: A History of the South African National Gallery, 1871-2017 by Marilyn 
Martin. These studies have informed an understanding of the first art museums in South 
Africa and the cultural ideologies inherent in their formation. Steven Dubin’s publication 
on the general state of museums after the end of apartheid, Mounting Queen Victoria: 
Curating Cultural Change (2009), further examines ideas of cultural transformation in 
South African museums, although he does not discuss the Wits Art Museum at any length 
since it had not yet opened.  
On the subject of collection histories there are numerous articles, including a 
long-running series in the South African arts journal, de arte, devoted to collection and 
museum histories in South Africa, which has provided context and background to this 
study. Articles that have concentrated on galleries and museums affiliated with 
universities have been particularly helpful in this regard. Brenda Schmahmann’s 




(2013), is a unique study of the visual culture of post-apartheid universities. She focuses 
on the political aspects of universities’ material collections outside the realm of fine art, 
such as insignia and regalia, which have been instrumental to institutional transformation 
in the post-apartheid period. This dissertation also builds on Barbara Freemantle’s 
informative master’s thesis, Ethnographic Artefacts in a Corporate Environment: The 
Case of the Standard Bank Collection of African Art (1998). While Freemantle does not 
delve into the politics of display, she provides necessary socio-historical background on 
the founding of the Standard Bank Collection from the perspective of Standard Bank 
executives, positioning the collection’s founding within the bank’s corporate cultural 
philanthropy and the political ideologies of bank executives in the late 1970s and early 
1980s. 
Additionally, the literature on curatorial practice in South Africa, including 
writings by scholars Emma Bedford, Steven Sack, Hayden Proud, and Sabine Marschall, 
and the recent scholarship of Same Mdluli and Jayne Kelly Crawshay-Hall has centered 
on the curation of exhibitions of contemporary South African art and the work of black 
artists using fine-art idioms from late apartheid to the present.38 Mdluli’s recent doctoral 
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dissertation, From State of Emergency to the Dawn of Democracy: Revisiting Exhibitions 
of South African Art Held in South Africa (1984-1997), examines how large-scale 
exhibitions in South Africa constructed and promoted the artistic identities of rural black 
artists. Mdluli, like Marschall, interrogates the role of exhibitions in Johannesburg in the 
1980s in the canonization of the work of certain rural black artists that was attendant 
upon these artists’ rural biographies. The authors discuss the impact and meaning of 
exhibitions of black South African art within the context of historical trauma and the 
processes of redress and reconciliation, which are crucial to a reading and analysis of 
Wits’ engagement with these politics. Whereas Mdluli and Marschall consider the 
politics of display and exhibition histories in South Africa, they center on the work of 
black artists using predominantly fine-art media and who create artworks for white art 
markets. Only peripheral mention is made of exhibitions featuring historical South 
African art. This dissertation therefore takes up exhibition narratives of historical South 




This dissertation is the culmination of research undertaken during a U.S. Student 
Fulbright Fellowship in Johannesburg and archival research conducted at the Wits Art 
Museum between August 2014 and July 2015, building on several previous trips to South 
Africa beginning in 2008. It makes use of primary sources including insights gained from 




of the Standard Bank Collection. Interviews facilitated a contextualization of the 
conceptual, ideological, and practical approaches undertaken in the collection and display 
of African artworks by Wits at key periods. Over fifty interviews included: Anita 
Nettleton, then Professor of Art History in the Wits Department of History of Art and 
Academic Head of the Wits Art Museum; Julia Charlton, Chief Curator, and Fiona 
Rankin-Smith, Special Projects Curator of the Wits Art Museum; Rayda Becker, former 
Director of the University of the Witwatersrand Art Galleries; and Diana Newman, the 
first full-time curator of the Gertrude Posel Gallery. These conversations generated 
valuable and critical perspectives and complemented other research methods involving 
the organization and reception of collections and exhibitions. 
 Extensive research was also carried out in the Wits Art Museum archives, in 
which close readings of acquisitions and exhibitions histories were undertaken through 
studying acquisition records and databases, press clippings, press releases, curatorial 
statements, exhibition checklists, floor plans, images (where available), exhibition 
catalogs, and related internal documents and correspondence. Additional research was 
also conducted in the University of the Witwatersrand archives, including press clippings 
and newsletters dating from late 1970s to the early 2000s, in order to situate the activities 
of Wits curators within the pedagogies and ideologies of the university and the political 
activities on campus.  
 This researcher’s extensive professional curatorial experience also informed this 
project. Curatorial practice is itself a form of discourse that uses artworks as a mediating 




including the role of the museum and the museum curator in the construction of race and 
identity, the visual implications of display, and the politics of viewership. Artist and 
curator Paul O’Neill writes that curatorial practice is always moving “between and 
beyond the boundaries of the field.”39 The representation of “cultural others” in 
exhibitions by Wits curators, which also involves the methodologies of African art 
history, also engages with the postmodernist concept of what Edward Said describes as a 
“politics of interpretation.”40 Whereas the meaning of art objects is multivalent and 
historically contingent, Said addresses the humanities broadly, recognizing the impact of 
the “cult of expertise and professionalism,” of which the exhibition curator is a central 
figure.41 This dissertation centralizes the political and historical affiliations of curators in 
representing the past and the present, as well as which aspects of history are stressed, and 
those which are oppressed.42 
 
Clarification on Terminologies in Regard to Race 
Critical to this dissertation is a consideration of the shifting terminologies used to 
denote race and ethnicity applied to African objects by Wits curators. In the introduction 
to their volume on South African history, historians John S. Saul and Patrick Bond 
acknowledge that it is impossible to write about South Africa without reference to the 
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controversial problems that arise in making racial distinctions.43 Similar challenges 
emerge in this discussion of a collection of African art held by a predominantly white 
liberal institution. During apartheid, the National Government delineated the South 
African population into three racial categories: white, black, and coloured, with coloured 
referring to people of Asian, Indian, and mixed-race heritage. The Standard Bank 
Foundation Collection of African Tribal Art, as it was first named, was founded as a 
focused collection of African art (i.e. art made by black people). Wits’ initial mirroring of 
the prominent collections of African art in Europe and the United States contributed to 
their centering of African art forms from certain regions of sub-Saharan Africa, including 
South Africa. The Standard Bank Collection did not encompass the artistic heritage of 
South African people classified as white or coloured under the apartheid system and they 
did not collect art from north of the Sahara.  
Museums necessarily construct categories of objects and these classification 
systems change over time; particularly as social and political awareness grows within the 
museum. In accordance, this study engages with ideas of black identities in relationship 
to changing classifications of African art in the Standard Bank Collection by Wits 
curators. This dissertation broadly uses the descriptor “historical South African art” to 
denote works made by black South Africans prior to around the 1930s, objects which had 
been previously labeled as primitive art or traditional art by museum curators and art 
historians in Europe and the United States. In reference to works made for local contexts 
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and commercial markets by black artists from the post-1930s to the present, this 
dissertation uses the broad term “black South African art.” Exceptions are made in this 
study’s examinations of categories of traditional art or transitional art when these labels 
are explicitly employed by museum curators and art historians in South Africa at the end 
of apartheid.   
Furthermore, acknowledging that conceptions of blackness are not monolithic, 
this dissertation does not engage with the politicization and mobilization of blackness by 
black South Africans themselves as a form of empowerment and resistance, such as 
within the Black Consciousness movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which also enfolded 
so-called coloured groups into its conception of black identity. Rather, due to the limited 
scope of this study, concepts of race and black cultural identity correspond only in regard 
to categories of art as interpreted by South African museums. Consequently, this 
dissertation does not examine the spectrum of South African identities and the full racial 
complexity of the nation.  
From the 1970s to the present, Wits has applied ethnic labels to designate the art 
of different cultural groups in South Africa.44 The continued ascription of systems of 
identification based on ethnicity by Wits curators is, in many instances, the outcome of 
the apartheid past. The National Government further classified black South Africans 
according to arbitrary ethnic affiliations based on language.45 Since many historical South 
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African objects in the Wits collections were first acquired by individual collectors during 
the apartheid period, they continue to bear the apartheid-era ethnic labels assigned to 
them by their original donors; the exact origins of objects are therefore difficult to trace 
and do not capture the historical complexity of ethnic designations.  
John L. Comaroff and Jean Comaroff wrote that ethnicity is a historical construct 
and as such, is in a “perpetual process of becoming, never fully realized….”46 Concepts 
of ethnicity are therefore fluid and adopted or rejected by individuals as part of identity 
construction, which have manifested more complexly within the urban environment and 
are in tension with the often intractable nature of ethnicity within the museum. However, 
in the last decade, exhibitions in the Wits Art Museum have sought to problematize the 
ascription of the ethnic labels of the past and challenge classifications of ethnicity that 
have been applied to objects in the Standard Bank Collection.  
Recognizing the mutability of ethnic categories, this dissertation does two 
seemingly contradictory things. First, when referring to specific objects in the Standard 
Bank Collection, or in other museum collections, it uses ethnic labels in keeping with an 
object’s acquisitions records. The research limitations of this dissertation do not permit a 
more in-depth investigation into the provenance of individual objects. For example, a 
piece of pottery recorded as “Zulu” is described as a Zulu pot. Secondly, when making 
reference to unrecorded artists and producers, this dissertation uses language affiliation 
	
and declared them citizens of independent ‘tribal’ homelands, or Bantustans. These “homelands” 
were based upon superficial ethnic and language affiliations. 
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rather than finite ethnic descriptors. For example, a “Zulu” beaded necktie is described as 
made by an isiZulu-speaking person, rather than referring to a person who is “Zulu,” 
consistent with how ethnic categories of the past are problematized within current art 
historical writing in South Africa. 
In order to more fully understand how Wits determined and designated race and 
ethnicity in relationship to its collecting and exhibition practices, this dissertation also 
refers and responds to the writings generated by Wits curators and academics, including 
internally produced catalogs, exhibition-related literature, and externally published 
essays. These writings importantly position Wits’ own assertions of their curatorial 
practice and their positioning of the Standard Bank Collection within South African art 
discourses and the larger field of African art history. It is, of course, customary for 
museums to publish exhibition catalogs and situate their missions within the larger 
culture. Wits’ efforts, however, were more strategic, and at times self-reflexive and even 
self-critical. The aim of several catalog essays is largely educational, tracing the 
development of the collection and the ideology surrounding its formation, such as WAM 
Senior Curator Julia Charlton’s 2015 essay, “What’s in the Storerooms? Unpacking the 
Genesis and Growth of the Wits Art Museum Collections,” and an essay by Anitra 
Nettleton, entitled “The Standard Bank Collection African Art Collection: A Heritage in 
the Making” (2009). These writings indicate how shifting racial or ethnic signifiers, such 
as ideas of so-called traditional art, also correlate with revisions to their collecting 




developing knowledge of African art by Wits curators, showing how their own research 
has continually informed and shaped their approaches to collecting. 
This dissertation is also in dialogue with Nettleton’s scholarly writing more 
directly, particularly three critical essays: “Collections, Exhibitions and Histories: 
Constructing a New South African Art History” (1995); “Collecting and Curating: 
Exhibiting ‘Africa’ in Africa – An Impossible Conundrum? Take 2” (2013); and “The 
Art Museum in Africa – A Utopia Desired?” (2013). As the single most important 
contributor to the Standard Bank Collection, in terms of both acquisitions and research, 
Nettleton offers critical insight into the tension and problems she perceives inherent in 
collecting black South African art, organized within a Euro-American framework, and 
displayed on the African continent — perspectives often not present in the exhibitions 
themselves.  
 
Outline of Chapters 
This dissertation is divided into two parts in order to place the development of the 
Standard Bank Collection, and the shifting curatorial priorities of Wits curators, in 
relationship to South African politics. Part one begins with Chapter One and a case study 
of the founding of the Standard Bank Collection in 1979. In the polarizing racial climate 
of apartheid, African objects remained largely the purview of ethnographic museums, not 
fine art institutions. Chapter One provides a historical background on the movement of 
African objects from the spaces of the ethnographic museum and curio shop during the 




twentieth century, as critical to Wits’ conceptualization of an African art collection in the 
late 1970s.  
The paradigm of African sculpture in museums in Europe and the United States, 
and later in the field of African art history, had definitive repercussions in South Africa. 
The majority of black South African art was neither made of wood nor sculptural in the 
sense of free-standing figurative objects but more commonly associated with forms of 
body adornment and decorative objects. This chapter examines how, through their 
collecting, Wits and the Standard Bank substantiated the existence of carved wood 
sculpture, made for ceremonial use in South Africa, as well as the sculptural qualities of 
other art forms such as beadwork. This chapter then undertakes an examination of the 
inaugural exhibition of the Standard Bank Collection, African Tribal Sculpture, held in 
the Gertrude Posel Gallery from March 19 to April 12, 1979. This seminal exhibition of 
West, Central, and South African sculpture, which also included a small selection of 
beadwork and household items from South Africa, began to sway the public reception of 
African objects. This chapter considers the paradoxes inherent in this exhibition as not 
only recuperative of a mythologized African past but also pioneering in its representation 
of African objects as art.  
The volatile political climate of late apartheid and the intensifying antiapartheid 
movement, which had profound repercussions for South African museums, is taken up in 
in the second case study of Part One of this dissertation. Chapter Two considers how, in 
the late 1980s to the mid-1990s, other fine-art institutions in South Africa commenced 




display practices of the colonial and apartheid past. By the mid-1980s, Wits had both 
expanded and retracted its collecting by broadening the types of objects acquired and 
honing the collection’s focus to almost exclusively the southern African region. Chapter 
Two places Wits collecting in relationship to other exhibitions and art institutions in 
Johannesburg. It examines the ways in which Wits curators and art historians employed 
and politicized the labels traditional art and transitional art in their classifications of black 
South African art in order to distinguish their respective curatorial practices and 
scholarship from those of other art museums. These labels also aided Wits in 
differentiating the art of black artists using fine art media and from the types of black art 
forms made for internal use or sale, often in multiples, to external markets, which was the 
focus of their collecting. Through a close reading of the exhibition, Ten Years of 
Collecting (1979-1989), held in the Wits Art Galleries in 1989, this chapter examines and 
problematizes the meaning and usage of the terms traditional art and transitional art by 
Wits curators at a time when scholars of African art history in the United States began to 
interrogate the validity of tradition in African societies.  
Twenty years after the end of apartheid, the politics of race and representation 
remain pertinent social and cultural issues in South Africa. Part Two examines the post-
apartheid. Chapter Three is a case study that looks at the new Wits Art Museum, which 
opened in 2012. What, it asks, is the relationship between the art museum, collections of 
African art, and audiences in post-apartheid South Africa? More pointedly, how does the 
new Wits Arts Museum engage with ideas of the post-apartheid museum as a site of 




in Johannesburg? Through a consideration of two exhibitions presented by the Wits Art 
Museum between 2014 and 2015 — Doing Hair: Art and Hair in Africa and Beadwork, 
Art and the Body: Dilo Tše Dintshi/Abundance — Chapter Three considers the ways in 
which the museum sought to represent South Africa’s complex racial and cultural 
diversity not only on its walls and in its storerooms, but also in its audiences. This chapter 
posits that the racial politics emanated from outside the museum and in the mixed public 
reception of its exhibitions. Curators undertook thematic approaches to exhibitions in 
order to reconceptualize constructs of black South African art in the Standard Bank 
Collection — now labeled “classical” by WAM curators — along the spectrum of post-
apartheid identities, inclusivity, and a celebration of diversity. Even in light of these 
measures, black audiences cognizant of the political implications of viewership criticized 
some of the museum’s choices. Chapter Three considers how the museum can overcome 
racial tensions and divisions within the country that continue to impact its reception. 
Through the staging of seminal exhibitions of African art from the Gertrude Posel 
Gallery to the Wits Art Museum, Wits curators constructed a visual and intellectual 
framework for the consideration of African objects within the setting of the art museum 
and in the urban setting of Johannesburg. These exhibitions have expressed a more 
expansive conception of South African artistic identities within their respective political 
moments. At the same time, Wits’ collection and display practices also articulated the 
subjectivities of the curators themselves, who brought their own ideas of cultural and 
political progressiveness into their roles as museum curators, researchers, and 




play in the museum, but rather seeks to interrogate the interactions and manifestations of 
different identities, including that of producers, curators, and administrators in 






Canonizing Historical South African Art in the Standard Bank Foundation 
Collection of African Tribal Art, 1979 
____________________ 
 
In response to the exhibition African Tribal Sculpture held at the University of the 
Witwatersrand’s Gertrude Posel Gallery in 1979, a writer for Johannesburg’s weekly 
newspaper, the Sunday Express, emphatically declared, “The unity of African culture is 
concretely established by these examples, and the idea that there was no sculpture in 
Southern Africa is finally laid to rest.”47 This quote expresses the profound impact that 
the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) made in South Africa during apartheid, when 
collecting African art — whether beadwork or figurative wood sculpture — was regarded 
by Wits curators as a political statement.  
Commencing in the late 1970s, annual exhibitions of African art were held in the 
Gertrude Posel Gallery. Africa Tribal Sculpture, the first such exhibition, commemorated 
the founding of the Standard Bank Foundation Collection of African Tribal Art, 
established in 1979 through a partnership between the Standard Bank Investment 
Corporation of South Africa and the University of the Witwatersrand. The goals of Wits 
and the Standard Bank were undoubtedly ambitious in scope and vision. Together they 
envisaged a representative collection of historical African art from different regions of 
the continent, comparable to the prominent museum collections of African art in Europe 
	




and the United States. European and American collections were then dominated by 
wooden, three-dimensional figurative sculptures attributed to major ethnic/cultural 
complexes in West and Central Africa, like that of ‘the Yoruba’ in Nigeria, ‘the Ashanti’ 
in Ghana, and ‘the Bamana’ in Mali. Black South African objects, including beadwork 
and pottery made by women, were conspicuously underrepresented in overseas 
collections of African art in the late 1970s, instead retaining the inferior aesthetic 
distinction of ‘craft.’ Examples of South African beadwork and household objects were 
among Wits’ early purchases, including an intricately beaded Liphotho, or married 
woman’s apron (Figure 1.1), made by an isiNdebele-speaking woman. However, the 
majority of South African objects first acquired for the Standard Bank Foundation 
Collection of African Tribal Art (hereafter referred to as the Standard Bank Collection), 
and exhibited in African Tribal Sculpture, articulated three distinct characteristics: 
primarily figurative, distinctly frontal, and made of wood.  
This chapter argues that the aesthetic criteria adopted by Wits curators in the late 
1970s molded historical South African objects — objects later described as traditional art 
by Wits and South African curators — into the archetype of African art purported by 
scholars and curators in Europe and the United States: the iconic wood sculpture for 
ritualistic use, made by men, primarily in West and Central Africa.48 African Tribal 
Sculpture featured stylistically similar historical sculpture from South Africa, such as 
carved wood initiation figures and carved wood headrests with figurative elements made 
	
48 The term traditional art did not come into common usage in South African art historical 
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by Sepedi and Xitsonga-speaking people. Wits curators also considered other South 
African objects, such as beaded dolls and walking sticks, as embodying an aesthetic and 
sculptural dimension on par with sculpture found elsewhere on the continent.49 This 
chapter further contends that under the thematic rubric of African sculpture, Wits curators 
addressed two critical objectives: to authenticate black South African objects as art in 
South African discourses of art and to establish South Africa as a region worthy of 
academic study in the broader field of African art history. In so doing, they intentionally 
refuted the claim made by some art historians and anthropologists of African art, both at 
home and abroad, that South Africa had “no great tradition of figurative sculpture.” 50 
The art historian Svetlana Alpers presciently stated in regard to the making of art 
histories, “For as scholars, art historians all too often see themselves as being in pursuit 
of knowledge without recognizing how they themselves are the makers of that 
knowledge.”51 The University of the Witwatersrand was the first public institution in 
South Africa to exhibit African objects explicitly in the context of an art gallery. In the 
collection and display of African art accessible to the Johannesburg public, Wits curators 
and scholars created an art historical context for the consideration of black South African 
objects that differed from the racist ethnographic collections and museum displays from 
the colonial period into the apartheid era.  
	
49 Although the term “beaded dolls” was current at the time of the exhibition, the more acceptable 
term in use today is “child figures.” 
50 Anitra Nettleton and Catherine Vogel, African Tribal Sculpture (Johannesburg: University of 
Witwatersrand Gertrude Posel Gallery, 1979), n.p. 
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This chapter connects the early collecting practices of the University of the 
Witwatersrand and the Standard Bank with changing classifications of African objects in 
Europe and the United States — from its colonial designation as ethnographic artifacts to 
objets d’art by early-to mid-twentieth century curators and collectors. This chapter draws 
from the scholarship of the developing field of African studies, specifically from the 
United States in the 1970s — which rarely included southern Africa in its scholarly 
research, collections, and exhibitions — as influential to the types of objects Wits’ 
collected and their developing research of historical South African art. Through the 
Standard Bank Collection, Wits curators and art historians validated the tangible aesthetic 
and intellectual value of African art — first from West and Central Africa and then from 
South Africa — within the political climate of apartheid South Africa.  
 
Ethnographic Collections in the Colonial Period 
 
The display of African objects as art, rather than as examples of craft or 
ethnographic artifacts, had become commonplace in fine art museums in the United 
States and Europe by the 1970s. In apartheid South Africa, black South African objects 
had yet to make the full transition from the ethnographic and natural history museum to 
institutions of fine art. The University of the Witwatersrand was the first public art 
gallery in South Africa not only to commence a collection of African art but also to offer 
university courses in African art history. These initiatives demonstrated that Wits 
considered the research and display of black South African objects as an opposition to the 




Wits curators intentionally countered the primitivizing missions of ethnographic and 
natural history museums in the country that denied black South Africans an art history by 
collecting their material culture as evidence of timeless, tribal groups.  
In order to understand the early collecting practices of the Standard Bank and the 
University of the Witwatersrand it is necessary to consider the historical movement of 
African objects in Europe and the United States from the congested vitrines of the 
ethnographic museum in the colonial period to the pedestals of the fine art museum in 
early twentieth century.52 Although located on the African continent, Wits and the 
Standard Bank can be seen as an extension of ‘the West,’ as they collected similar types 
of African objects and adopted comparable exhibition strategies. The classification of 
African objects as ethnographic artifacts by social scientists and later as art by artists and 
collectors in Europe and the United States is also relevant to the ways in which Wits 
curators initially defined and differentiated between categories of art and ethnography in 
South Africa in the late 1970s. The anthropologist Sally Price observes that the cultural 
histories of objects, and their classification as either art or artifact, has been constituted 
by the museum.53 The cultural and historical specificity of ethnographic museums in 
colonial South Africa have particular bearing on the formation of the African art 
collections at Wits in 1979, especially since African objects were still largely the purview 
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spaces throughout the twentieth century (and ethnographic museums exist today). The intention is 
to briefly examine the origins of the display of African objects in the museum and how these 
exhibition frameworks were imported and interpreted in the South African context. 
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of curators of ethnography well into the late apartheid period.54 Wits curators perceived 
these museums as reflecting white colonial ideology and perpetuating negative and racist 
images of black South Africans in the present era. 
 The rapid expansion of colonialism in Africa from the 1840s onwards, chiefly 
during the “scramble for Africa” commencing in 1881, was fundamentally connected to 
the traffic of goods in the form of crafted objects, raw materials, perishable foodstuffs, 
and, catastrophically, human beings.55 Europeans avidly collected exotic artifacts, or 
‘curios,’ which were brought back from the African continent and other foreign-occupied 
territories. In the major metropolitan centers of London and Paris, African objects, and in 
some cases Africans themselves, were displayed to the public in ethnographic museums, 
museums of science, technology, or natural history, and in colonial and trade 
exhibitions.56 The American anthropologist Shelly Errington writes that African objects 
were associated in the popular European imagination during the colonial period with “the 
rude beginnings of human kind, before history, and letters began, when humans lived in 
nature, without civilization.”57 White Europeans identified themselves as part of civilized 
society in contrast to the perceived barbarous and uncivilized nature of African subjects. 
	
54 A cultural diorama depicting a primitive Khoisan village at the South African Museum 
remained on view until the 1990s.  
55 The “scramble for Africa” denotes the period of aggressive imperial expansion on the African 
continent from 1881 to around 1914 during which European powers divided and colonized 
African territories. This period also marked a turning point in the increased interest in 
ethnographic collecting by Europeans.  
56 For example, Sara Baartman, a South African Khoikhoi woman, was exhibited to the European 
public in the nineteenth century under the name “The Hottentot Venus” because of her perceived 
exaggerated physical features. Baartman was also the subject of numerous caricatures that 
perpetuated an exotic, hyper-sexualized, and primitivizing images of African people.  
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The construal of African objects as crude and rudimentary further validated white cultural 
and racial superiority, an ideology advanced by the civilizing mission of colonialism and 
its attendant ideas of technological progress and modernity. 
 The emergence of the disciplines of anthropology and ethnography, the sub-
branch of study concerned with the classification and comparison of different races, was 
an outgrowth of colonialism. The colonial encounter with the African ‘Other’ led 
twentieth-century European intellectuals to expand upon the evolutionist theories of 
Charles Darwin from the preceding century. The antecedents of modern anthropology 
appear in the inception of the ethnographic museum.58 The earliest specialized 
ethnographic museums were established in German-speaking regions, notably Vienna 
(1806), Munich (1859), and Berlin (1868) in which the discipline of anthropology 
developed as a branch of cultural history rather than as a social science as it did in 
Britain.59 British anthropologists legitimized the intellectual authority of anthropology in 
the academy as a scientific branch of knowledge and several of Britain’s first 
ethnographic museums, such as the Pitt Rivers Museum at Oxford University, founded in 
1884, were affiliated with academic institutions. In Britain, as wells as in British colonial 
	
58 Large national encyclopedic museums established in London (1753), Paris (1801) and 
Washington DC (1843) also developed ethnographic departments. See Thomas Hylland Eriksen 
and Finn Sivert Nielsen, A History of Anthropology (London: Pluto Press, 2013), 22. 
59 While German colonialism in Africa did not begin until the 1880s — obtaining small territories 
in West Africa (Togo and Cameroon),  German Southwest Africa (today’s Namibia), and German 
East Africa (today’s Tanzania, Rwanda, and Burundi) — German academics conducted empirical 
studies of regional peasant life and its first ethnographic museums were therefore more concerned 
with Volkskunde (the study of local peasant cultures) rather than Völkerkunde (the study of 




South Africa, curators of ethnographic collections applied the comparative and 
evolutionary theories of anthropology to the collection and display of African objects.60  
Through the professionalized disciplines of anthropology and ethnography, and in 
the deliberate and research-based assemblage of ethnographic material by museum 
curators, African curiosities, or ‘curios,’ and exotica were reclassified as ethnographic 
artifacts, or ‘specimens.’61 The processes of taxonomic organization according to similar 
types (such as similar groupings of masks or weaponry regardless of cultural or 
geographic specificity) and densely arranged exhibits in these newly established 
ethnographic and natural history museums in Britain, as well as in other European 
cultural centers such as Paris, reified popular tropes of Africa as the ‘dark continent’ and 
African society as static and unchanging. On this scientific basis, ethnographic museums 
upheld negative preconceptions of African cultures through their empirical claim of 
“objective truth,” which was conveyed to the general public as “received knowledge.”62 
Exhibitions of African objects and ‘nonwestern’ material culture, according to the art 
historian Annie Coombes, legitimized the domain of the ethnographic museum as the 
space of an “‘authentic’ educational experience” and as a “scientific resource” that 
imparted British colonial ideology for its viewing subjects.63 The academic setting of the 
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University of the Witwatersrand in the late 1970s challenged the scientific “truth” and 
ethnographic tropes propagated by colonialism in South Africa. Under the auspices of 
education and the collaborative scholarly research in the Wits’ departments of History of 
Art and Social Anthropology, Wits constructed a different truth that valued and 
legitimated the cultural histories of black South Africans. 
While European ethnographic museums represented a broad and homogenous 
view of the African continent, collections were narrowly defined geographically. 
Museums like the Pitt Rivers Museum and the British Museum in London, the Musée de 
l'homme in Paris, and the Musée royale de l’Afrique centrale in Belgium amassed 
significant collections of ethnographic artifacts from colonial territories in sub-Saharan 
Africa, which mainly emphasized objects from certain regions in West and Central Africa 
over objects from the southern, northern, and eastern parts of the continent. South African 
objects were not commonplace in early European ethnographic museum collections 
although numerous objects from South Africa were exported to Europe. During the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, British missionaries and military men who 
flocked to southern Africa during the Anglo-Zulu war of 1879 and the South African War 
of 1899-1902 acquired black South African objects, either through trade or as tokens of 
war — such as weapons that typified the ‘war-like customs’ and ‘barbaric’ nature of 
black people — that were brought back to Britain.64  
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The majority of southern African objects collected in this period were acquired by 
individuals as souvenirs of epic travels or experiences of war and therefore resided in 
private collections in Europe rather than in museums, many of which would end up in the 
flea markets and ‘curio’ shops of European metropolitan centers.65 As the art dealers 
Michael Stevenson and Michael Graham-Stewart suggest, it is likely for this reason that 
European settlers in South Africa did not readily collect black South African objects in 
the same manner as itinerant European travelers and military personnel.66 But colonial 
exhibitions held in London and at the Paris Universal Exhibition of 1867, as well as the 
collections of the British Museum and the Pitt Rivers Museum, featured small selections 
of South African objects, including weaponry and beadwork, sent from the British 
colonies in the Cape and Natal.67 The British Museum is also known to have accessioned 
several examples of figurative carvings from southern Africa in the late nineteenth 
century.  
As a Dutch and British colony, South Africa imported European, and specifically 
British, museum models. South African ethnographers and curators of ethnographic 
collections adopted the taxonomic and scientifically oriented display practices of their 
European, and specifically British, counterparts. But the exhibition of African objects on 
the African continent, and the particular character of settler colonialism in South Africa, 
presented a unique set of cultural and socio-political conditions that prompted different 
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ideological outcomes for the region’s white settler population than for European 
audiences. South Africa had the largest population of European settlers on the African 
continent who identified predominantly as either Dutch (Afrikaner) or British. The 
historian Thiven Reddy argues that white settlers asserted an “unchallenged South 
African identity and citizenship” and thereby enacted white supremacist ideology that 
segregated black South Africans from the white population from the early part of the 
nineteenth century.68 Rather than what Coombes identifies as the “spectacular” effect of 
exhibitions of African material culture on European audiences, as most Europeans had 
never visited the African continent, ethnographic exhibitions in South Africa had farther-
reaching consequences.69 For white European populations in southern Africa, 
ethnographic museums supported racial segregation and preconceptions of the inferiority 
of the majority black South African population, substantiating white rights to claim 
indigenous land and labor.  
Two of the country’s first natural history museums — the South African Museum 
founded in 1825 in Cape Town and the Albany Museum in the Eastern Cape founded in 
1855 — collected and exhibited local flora and fauna as well as holdings of African 
objects. In the presentation of the material culture of black South Africans, curators of 
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museum arranged objects in densely populated displays, organized by type, that 
seamlessly commingled the natural world with items of human manufacture. Black South 
Africans were therefore associated with nature, rather than with culture. In his quaint 
description of the history of the South African Museum, historian R.F.H. Summers 
defines the original museum as “a small natural history and ethnographical collection 
meticulously preserved and carefully documented for scientific study.”70 Published in 
1975, Summers’ text did not problematize the historical role of ethnographic museums in 
the constitution of racial difference in colonial and apartheid South Africa. Instead, 
Summers’ unswerving ethnocentric account further instituted the supremacy of European 
modes of scientific inquiry on the museum’s collection and display practices that lasted 
into the 1970s. 
A comparison between installations in the Pitt Rivers Museum, circa 1865, and 
the South African Museum, circa 1880, reveals the ways in which South Africa imported 
European installation and taxonomic models (Figures 1.2 & 1.3). An early photograph of 
the South African Museum interior shows the large exhibition hall congested with 
taxidermy animals and cases containing fossils and animal horns. Items of human 
manufacture, including spears, bows, and knobkerries (a type of wood club made for 
hunting) used by some black South African societies, such as isiZulu-speaking people, 
were “hung on the walls in decorative patterns” along with an assortment of musical 
instruments from other parts of the African continent exhibited in a similar style. The 
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installation conveyed to the viewing public an intrinsic relationship between black South 
Africans and the natural world. For example, taxidermy animals were displayed near 
arrangements of weaponry creating associations with hunting.  
 The ethnological concerns of museums in South Africa in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries concentrated on the material culture of Khoisan and Bantu-
speaking societies (broad ethnic designations of black South Africans employed by 
European ethnographers in South Africa in this period) and “did not include the material 
culture of European settlers.”71 As part of the colonizing mission in South Africa, 
disciplinary boundaries were drawn between museum collections that represented white 
technological advancement and cultural refinement, such as collections of antiquities and 
fine art, and those of an ethnographic and scientific nature, establishing ideological 
binaries between the civility of white society and the perceived primitive nature of the 
black population. In her meticulous analysis of the ethnographic displays in the South 
African Museum, the former curator of the South African Museum, Patricia Davison, 
observes an institutional distinction made in the exhibition and collection practices of the 
South African Museum between categories of ethnography and cultural history; that is, 
between the “work of native races” and the “work of civilized races.”72 Culture and 
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history were the exclusive domain of white settlers, rationalizing white cultural and racial 
superiority. Black South Africans were considered by whites as without history and 
deplete of a culture worthy of the same kind of aesthetic consideration. By displaying 
African objects in the Gertrude Posel Gallery, Wits curators established a new visual 
framework for the consideration of African objects in South Africa. By collecting and 
displaying African objects, Wits curators facilitated its movement from the ahistorical 
past to what James Clifford describes as the “timeless category of art.”73  
 
African Art and Modernist Aesthetics 
The designation of African objects as art by Wits curators in the 1970s emulated 
the aestheticization of African sculpture by a small coterie of European and American 
artists, art dealers, and art museums beginning in the early 1900s. In this period, carved 
wood masks and figures from sub-Saharan Africa were regarded in European artistic 
circles as art. The movement of African objects from ethnographic museums to the realm 
of artists’ studios, private collections, and fine art museums imbued the woodcarving 
from mainly West and Central Africa with aesthetic qualities that were deemed as 
aesthetically worthy and valuable. However, the classification of certain types of African 
objects as objets d’art almost entirely excluded material from southern Africa, a region 
believed to produce only pottery, beadwork, and household items (i.e., craft rather than 
sculpture). This history of African objects and early twentieth-century modernism 
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critically informed Wits’ exhibition practices in the late 1970s and influenced how Wits 
curators defined aspects of South African art as correlative to modernist notions of free-
standing, figurative sculpture. 
 European modern art, into which certain types of African objects were assimilated 
in the early twentieth century, is broad and diffuse, consisting of numerous artistic 
movements generally agreed upon by art historians to have occurred between the late 
nineteenth century and the 1970s. The art historian T.J. Clark has suggested that artistic 
modernism signaled the move away from “the comforts of narrative and illusionism” 
towards recognition of the “social reality of the sign.”74 As an outgrowth of mass 
commodity culture, the art historian Terry Eagleton defines modernism as a strategy 
whereby the “work of art resists commodification, holds out by the skin of its teeth 
against those social forces which would degrade it to an exchangeable object.”75 The 
modernist artwork functioned as a discreet and autonomous object, defined by the artist’s 
unique and expressive use of materials and techniques. As the American art critic, 
Clement Greenberg, famously advocated, the essence of modernism lies in the 
characteristic methods of a particular discipline (notably painting) to entrench it “more 
firmly in the area of competence,” rather than to subvert it.76 Similarly, the constructed 
categories of “primitive art,” “negro art” and “tribal art” enabled African objects, and 
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more specifically African sculpture, to be comparably viewed autonomously as sculptural 
objects that were valued for their formal and material attributes, divorced from function 
and the social and cultural meanings conferred upon them by African creators.  
The “discovery” of African sculpture by European avant-garde artists around 
1905 heightened the interest of artists, collectors, and art critics in African masks and 
figures found in curio shops in the metropolitan centers of Paris and London. Although 
art historical accounts vary in regard to who first “discovered” African objects — claims 
were made by both Henri Matisse and André Derain, who each collected African masks 
and figures at this time — most art historians agree that Pablo Picasso revolutionized 
painting with his Demoiselles d’Avignon in 1907, which was inspired by African masks 
the artist found in the Musée d'Ethnographie du Trocadéro. However, the distorted and 
monstrous faces of Picasso’s Africanized heads in Demoiselles d’Avignon visualized the 
fetishizing tropes of Africa at the time. As Picasso declared to André Malraux in 1907, 
“The masks, they were not sculptures like the others. Not at all. They were magical 
things…intercessors… against everything; against unknown, menacing spirits.”77 The 
primitivist styles of European avant-garde artists in the early twentieth century 
reinterpreted the formal qualities, the geometric planes and symmetry of African 
sculpture in order to break through the flat painterly surface and singular perspective of 
painting, a development that was particularly crucial to the Cubists.78  
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From the 1950s to the 1970s, in the decades leading up to the formation of the 
Standard Bank Collection, white and black South African artists similarly appropriated 
African objects and developed regional primitivist styles in their painting and sculpture, 
although toward different ideological and aesthetic aims.79 Unlike European avant-garde 
artists, South African painters and sculptors did not so much discover African objects as 
assimilate an already-familiar modernist strategy in order to cultivate a localized African 
idiom. White South African artists like Cecil Skotnes and Walter Battiss embraced the 
stylistic features of West and Central African masks and figures as well as art forms 
specific to the southern African region, such as San rock art painting, to create artworks 
that situated their settler identities in a specific South African context. Black South 
African artists working in fine art idioms at this time, on the other hand, looked to 
African objects as a means to explore their African roots, and to access a pan-African 
identity and their place in African independence movements, even as they remained 
oppressed under apartheid.80 Works such as Sydney Kumalo’s bronze sculpture, Head, 
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1965, (Figure 1.4) evoke the proportional and frontal style of African figurative 
sculpture. The sculpture and painting of black South African artists at this time are 
illustrative of the ways in which black artists developed imagery derived from African 
objects that situated their artistic identities within the cultural and political context of the 
African continent that was linked to a broadly defined African artistic heritage. But the 
influence of African art on South African modernist art did not similarly exalt African or 
South African objects themselves to the status of art outside of a cadre of artists and 
collectors. In apartheid South Africa, black South African objects were still perceived as 
curiosities, or as examples of craft, by a majority of white South Africans and remained 
under the purview of ethnographic collections rather than art galleries. 
The aesthetic evaluation of African objects by European avant-garde artists, 
dealers, collectors, and critics — mainly in Paris — who also sold, collected, and wrote 
about European modern art, brought about what was broadly referred to as primitive art 
in the early twentieth century. The aesthetic validation of masks and figures from West 
and Central Africa by European collectors was mirrored in the collecting practices of a 
small group of European immigrant collectors in South Africa, whose collections and 
perspectives would be influential to the nascent African art collection at Wits. The types 
of African objects (as well as objects from Oceania and other parts of the colonized 
world) classified under the rubric of primitive art, correlated to the types of objects that 
were clearly discernable as sculpture. Anthropologist Shelly Errington writes in her 
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publication The Death of Primitive Art and Other Tales of Progress that the visual 
analogy between African sculpture and high art determined the kinds of African objects 
that were validated, collected, and exhibited by European and later South African 
collectors. Errington writes that:  
The highest of high primitive art, then, the first tier or basic core of objects that 
define the prototype, consists of objects that actually did influence, or look as if 
they might have influenced the likes of Picasso and Vlaminck: they are African; 
they were “collected” by the turn of the twentieth century; they are in the shape of 
a mask or ancestor figure, to wit, an anthropomorphic form in a certain range of 
size; they are ritual objects rather than utilitarian ones (the mask, not the grain 
grinder; the ancestor figure not the basket).81 
 
Although African objects, and African sculpture more precisely, were imbued with the 
same aesthetic qualities accorded to modernist high art, other types of African objects 
retained a marginal status and lower position on the evolutionary chain. As Errington’s 
statement elucidates, the classifications of primitive art were dependent upon hierarchical 
divisions of objects based on the aesthetic preferences of mostly white artists and 
collectors.82 Biases toward certain parts of the African continent, which were regions with 
a stronger colonial presence, also contributed to the exalted status of West and Central 
African masks and figures rather than objects from southern or east Africa, such as clay 
pottery and forms body adornment, like beadwork. Therefore, one could argue that the 
Dogon ancestor figure from Mali was bestowed greater artistic value than the Ndebele 
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beaded necklace or Zulu milk pail from South Africa. African cultural theorist V.Y. 
Mudimbe describes this hierarchical structuring of marginalized objects, cultures, and 
people by authoritative power as an “ordering of otherness.”83 Classifications of primitive 
art were critically attendant upon views of Africans themselves as artistically naïve by 
Europeans and white colonial settlers in South Africa. Descriptions of African societies 
as indolent and rudimentary makers are reiterated in numerous publications from this 
period even as African objects were simultaneously collected and displayed as art, 
although perceived as less conceptually developed than European fine art. For example, 
the publication, Primitive Negro Sculpture, by Paris art dealer Paul Guillaume and 
Thomas Munro, published in 1926, reveals that the growing European interest in African 
sculpture in the artistic milieus of the modern period was concomitant with deeply held 
racial biases toward the African ‘Other.’ A passage in Guillaume and Munro echoes this 
view: “Negro sculpture was an integral part of a certain mode of existence that had 
always been more or less the same; the product of long days of dreamy indolence after 
furious activity, in the shade with a knife and a log of wood.”84 As this quote intimates, 
the artistic capabilities and agency of Africans themselves were not correlative to the 
aesthetic value placed upon African objects by white Europeans. African objects were 
viewed as the products of anonymous African creators and divorced from any 
understanding of the objects’ original aesthetic, social, and cultural function.  
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Through what French theorist Jean Baudrillard describes as “processes of 
aestheticization,” certain types of African sculpture transitioned from the scientific 
displays of ethnographic museums to institutions of fine art.85 Beginning in the 1920s, 
exhibitions of primitive art or negro art held in Europe and the United States introduced 
an entirely different mode of display particular to the visual language of the art gallery 
and the fine art museum. Wits curators adopted similar presentation methods in order to 
convey an aesthetic, rather than scientific, interpretation of African objects. Anitra 
Nettleton, then lecturer in art history at Wits, remarked in regard to exhibitions of African 
art in the Gertrude Posel Gallery: “Our curators also deployed aesthetic modes of 
presentation usually associated with art galleries when exhibiting objects from the 
Collection.”86 While Nettleton’s comment is direct, she implies that the display of 
African objects as artworks in South Africa was not commonplace by the late 1970s, and 
it was necessary to make the transposition of African objects from an ethnographic to an 
art context visually explicit to white South African audiences. 
The display strategies employed in African Tribal Sculpture in 1979 find 
precedent in the early exhibitions of African art in Europe. The first exhibitions of 
African sculpture include a show at the Chelsea Book Club in 1920 in London and 
another exhibition that featured of over one hundred pieces of African sculpture at the 
LeFevre Gallery, London, in 1930, which is regarded as the first comprehensive survey 
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of African sculpture in Europe.87 But such seminal exhibitions of African sculpture in the 
United States, notably Primitive Negro Art Exhibition, held at the Brooklyn Museum in 
1923, and African Negro Art, presented at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in 1935, 
profoundly shaped the display practices of African art in fine art museums in the ensuing 
decades. The installations of these two seminal exhibitions were radically different, 
however, pointing to how the first curators of African art in the United States were 
navigating the display of African objects as unique works of art in the rarefied space of 
the fine art museum. The distinct installation formats of these two of exhibitions illustrate 
the different approaches taken by the respective institutions. Primitive Negro Art 
Exhibition at the Brooklyn Museum favored a formalized but nonetheless densely 
arranged display of objects according to similar types (Figure 1.5). The exhibition 
combined the display strategies of both the ethnographic and fine art museums, reflecting 
a reluctance on the part of the museum’s curator, Stewart Culin, to classify African 
objects exclusively as art or artifact.88  
The MoMa exhibition, on the other hand, established a clear visual connection 
between African sculpture and high modern art. In African Negro Art, objects were 
placed singularly on pedestals or arranged in small groupings in specialty cases (Figure 
1.6). Boutique lighting was utilized to emphasize the works’ geometric angles and natural 
wood material. Minimal wall labels — which only identified the type of object (mask or 
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figure), ethnic affiliation, and geographic region — were also consistent with museum’s 
labeling format for fine art. In order to accentuate the essence of the wood material and 
sculptural form and transform African objects into modernist sculpture, masks and 
figures were often polished and extraneous material was removed from figures and 
masks.89 African objects, taken out of their former ethnographic contexts, were imbued 
with what the German philosopher, Walter Benjamin, theorizes as the aura or the 
aesthetic effect produced by the unique work of art.90 In Benjamin’s theorization, the 
production of the aura is essential to a reading of the artwork’s outward appearance of 
authenticity. Objects in the MoMA exhibition were presented so that audiences could 
experience African objects as unique and authentic pieces of art, similar to the effect of 
looking at an oil painting.   
Curators of African art Kathleen Bickford Berzock and Christa Clarke, in their 
volume on the representation of African art in American museums, posit that the MoMa 
exhibition first established what would become in the following decades the “dominant, 
modernist-inspired aesthetic” in exhibitions of African art.91 The representation of 
African objects in art museums was integral to the public acceptance of African objects 
as singular artworks. But critical to exhibitions of African art, exemplified by the MoMa 
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and Brooklyn Museum exhibitions, objects were identified in the wall labels as made by 
anonymous African makers, not named artists, reminding viewers that these works were 
nevertheless inferior to Euro-American modern art and of a lesser aesthetic order.  
 
 
Issues of Authenticity and the Canon of African Sculpture 
 
In the 1950s, the study of African art history entered academia in the United 
States. Scholars of African art history initially studied the same types of African sculpture 
from West and Central Africa codified by European modernist artists and collectors 
earlier in the century. As the field of African art history developed and the number of 
museums around the world that began to collect and display African objects increased, a 
canon developed with specific types of objects deemed ‘authentic.’ 
Conceptions that perceived primitive or tribal African societies existed in a closed 
and unchanging cultural system, uncorrupted by outside influences, fed into definitions of 
African art as it entered museums and scholarship from the 1950s to the 1970s. Ideas of 
authentic African art in scholarly and museum discourses were defined according to what 
African art historian Sidney Littlefield Kasfir describes as “the before/after scenario of 
colonialism”— that is, objects produced prior to European contact “exhibited qualities 
that made it authentic,” untouched by the cultural changes wrought by the introduction of 
cash economies, new materials, and European patronage.92 African societies were 
perceived by the West as perpetually pre-modern, and the processes of modernization —
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and in South Africa, the influence of urbanization — were antithetical to European and 
American views of African cultures as ahistorical and without progress. As the cultural 
theorist, James Clifford, argues, scholars and curators believed that systems of 
modernization, including “trade, media, and missionaries, commodities, ethnographers, 
tourists, the exotic art market, the ‘world system’, etc.,” were seen as corrupting to 
“authentic” African art.93 The Euro-American desire to preserve a disappearing and 
precolonial past, what Clifford aptly describes as the “salvage paradigm,” drove early 
scholarship and collections of African art. 
 The conditions of apartheid radically reshaped what white South African 
historians, anthropologists, and art historians perceived as the continuity of so-called 
black cultural traditions in South Africa. The forced migration of black people from rural 
to urban areas as low-wage labor during the apartheid period was initially viewed by Wits 
and the Standard Bank as contributing to the disappearance and permanent change of art 
forms associated with rural black cultural practices.94 The founding mission of the 
Standard Bank Collection stipulated this conceit in an explicit mandate in its contractual 
agreement, signed in 1978, “to preserve the nation’s heritage of those African skills 
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which are gradually disappearing, due to urbanization and industrialization.” 95 For 
example, the early collecting practices of Wits and the Standard Bank considered carved 
wood initiation figures made by rural sculptors in VhaVenda (in what is now called 
Limpopo Province) associated with initiation rituals as more authentic than wire 
sculptures and beaded figures made by migrant workers in urban areas produced in the 
same period. That is, the trope that rural African cultural practices were somehow more 
authentic than art forms impacted by urbanity, migrant labor, and modern materials (e.g., 
metals, plastics) persisted in the South African context. Although Wits and the Standard 
Bank reevaluated these biases in the 1980s, the early objectives of the Standard Bank 
Collection reflected a desire to preserve black South African art forms from the 
destructive effects wrought by apartheid policies and racial oppression. 
African objects associated with ritual and ceremonial practices were central to the 
evaluation of authenticity in the Euro-American imagination. The art historian 
Christopher Steiner corroborates the key criterion, embraced by twentieth-century 
academics, curators, and collectors in the United States and Europe, to define canonical 
African art. He writes that authenticity in African art “has always been based on a 
standard of cultural or ethnic purity.”96 The canon of African art history that developed in 
the United States through the 1960s was limited to, as Steiner further observes, “wooden 
masks and figural sculpture from a very narrowly defined region of Sub-Saharan 
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Africa.”97 By adhering to such stringent criteria, curators and scholars excluded entire 
groups of objects, such as household items and textiles, as well as whole regions, 
including South Africa.98  
The powerful paradigm of sculpture aided in the erroneous belief that South 
Africa did not produce comparable art forms and led to the absence of black South 
African art from essays and surveys on African art from the 1950s to the 1970s. Scholars 
and collectors in the United States and Europe perceived South African beadwork, 
pottery, and textiles as lacking sculptural qualities and ritualistic or ceremonial functions. 
Such objects were viewed as reproducible (i.e., multiples rather than singular objects, or 
utilitarian rather than ceremonial) and largely the domain of women, not male 
woodcarvers, and were therefore designated as craft, not sculpture.  
Numerous books on African art published in the 1950s and 1960s further 
propagated ideas of a dominant canon of authentic African sculpture as emanating almost 
exclusively from West and Central Africa, influencing the collecting practices of 
museums, including the Gertrude Posel Gallery. Only a small number of texts published 
in Europe and the United States in this period included any mention at all of southern 
Africa. For example, such seminal texts as The Sculpture of Negro Africa (1950) by 
American art historian Paul Wingert and Tribes and Forms in Africa Art (1965) by 
William Fagg, the influential anthropologist and curator of the ethnographic collections at 
the British Museum, give only provisional mention to southern Africa. Wingert dedicates 
	
97 Ibid., 214. 




just a few pages to the initiation masks of the Makonde in Mozambique, which are carved 
to resemble human facial features and sometimes incorporate human hair, as well as a 
carved wood headrest attributed to isiZulu speakers with zoomorphic elements in the 
form of a stylized antelope.99 Although headrests were neither wholly figurative nor 
associated with ceremony, certain examples incorporated representational imagery and 
were carved from wood, and therefore likely fulfilled Wingert’s definition of African 
sculpture. Similarly, Fagg includes only two short entries on southern Africa: one on the 
isiZulu-speaking of South Africa and a second also on the Makonde in Mozambique. The 
relative absence of South Africa in Fagg’s survey is particularly telling. As Assistant 
Keeper of Ethnography at the British Museum from 1938 to 1955 and Deputy Keeper of 
Ethnography from 1969 to 1973, Fagg would have been familiar with the colonial 
collections of the British Museum, which included South African beadwork.  Debates 
around authenticity and African art, and the regions worthy of academic study, would be 
taken up by scholars in the emerging field of African art history. 
 
The Field of African Art History in the 1970s 
The influential African art historian, Henry Drewal, acknowledged that into the 
1980s only the art of a few cultural groups in West and Central Africa received sustained 
study.100 The historian Jan Vansina tersely stated in the introduction to his historiography 
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of African art history in 1984 that “‘African Art’ is not the Art of Africa.”101 Vansina 
intimates that large parts of the continent, including northern and southern Africa, were 
excluded from studies of African art because art from those regions did not conform to 
narrow definitions of African sculpture. The formalist methodologies used by scholars of 
Euro-American art history in the 1950s, such as American cultural critic Clement 
Greenberg, were similarly adopted by historians of African art in the 1960s, who 
discerned certain types of objects as art and applied similar criteria to their analyses.102 
But the predominance of formal assessments of African sculpture according to type, 
championed by William Fagg in Britain, and Paul Wingert and Robert Goldwater in the 
United States, as well as others in the 1950s and 1960s, came into question by a new 
generation of scholars in the 1970s; this opened the door for the consideration of 
previously marginalized categories of objects and regions of the African continent.  
Scholars of African art history in the 1970s began to conduct research that 
revisited the methodologies of modern anthropologists, such as ethnographic fieldwork, 
participant observation, and oral histories in their interpretations of African art.103 The 
African art historian and anthropologist, Monni Adams, further observes that the move 
away from the earlier and erroneous belief that one style was normative to a single 
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cultural group reflected the growing consensus that style in African art strongly 
correlated to historical and cultural experiences of African societies.104  Paradoxically, 
the move toward what was termed “field work” as the dominant form of scholarly 
research coincided with African independence movements and the belief held by scholars 
that knowledge of cultural practices and objects referred to as traditional would 
potentially disappear from modernizing African societies.105 Among influential scholars 
in this period were Robert Farris Thompson, who worked on the art of Yoruba speakers; 
Roy Sieber, who focused on the decorative arts; and the seminal work on Yoruba 
masquerade by Henry and Margaret Drewal. 
Scholars of African art history also began to challenge divisions between art and 
craft as their research expanded to include a more holistic view of African societies and 
more diverse cultural practices and categories of objects. South African objects had been 
delimited by European and American scholars and museums, as it were, either by 
ethnographic classifications or associations with craft, both of which implied lesser 
aesthetic and cultural value. Until the field of African art history expanded in the 1970s, 
conceptions of craft referred to types of objects that rested outside the narrow aesthetic 
parameters of  African sculpture, particularly objects made for everyday utility rather 
than ritual use.  
As Wits assembled a collection of African art, the implicit objective was to 
challenge historical divisions between art and craft and to establish a new visual and 
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conceptual framework for considering all types of South African objects explicitly as art. 
Anitra Nettleton later remarked in regard to collecting objects from different regions of 
the African continent, “We must accept them all as potentially exhibiting the qualities of 
‘art’….”106 The recognition and accommodation by scholars of African art history, 
particularly in the United States, of household objects, textiles, and pottery established 
the groundwork for the eventual inclusion of South African objects by Wits and the larger 
field of African art history. The gradual movement of objects that were associated with 
craft, and the artistic practices of women, into the scholarly and curatorial fields, also 
began to dismantle gender exclusions and gave credible scholarly attention to the social 
and creative roles of women. The majority of beadwork in South Africa is made by 
women, and the lack of scholarly and collecting interest in beaded objects doubly erased 
their histories and their artistic contributions.  
The African art historian Roy Sieber was one of the earliest scholars to study the 
so-called lesser arts of Africa. Sieber’s groundbreaking exhibition at the Museum of 
Modern Art and its accompanying publication, African Textiles and Decorative Arts 
(1972), followed by his exhibition and publication African Furniture and Household 
Objects (1980), gave authoritative and critical attention to the rich and varied forms of 
personal adornment and the decorative arts produced throughout the continent. In the 
introduction to African Textiles and Decorative Arts, Sieber wrote:  
The study of these traditional forms has been neglected by the West, where 
attention has been focused primarily on the sculpture of Africa. This attitude not 
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only stems from Western aesthetic values but results in a geographical emphasis 
on West Africa where most traditional sculpture is found.107 
 
Whereas Sieber’s research and curatorship did not single-handedly affect the shifting 
attitudes towards nonfigurative objects, or directly impact collecting practices at Wits, his 
admittance of South African art into the canon of African art contributed to the growing 
interest in objects from the region. 
The South African art historian, Sandra Klopper, further argues that Sieber’s 
exhibitions and publications were particularly influential to private collectors both within 
and beyond South Africa, who began to show an “interest in southern African material 
long before public institutions — in South Africa and elsewhere — started developing an 
active interest in acquiring southern African material.” 108 In the 1980s,  individual 
collectors in South Africa saw, for example, “that [South African] clubs and staffs are 
characterized by a remarkable variety of form.”109 Wits, however, was also prescient in 
collecting a diversity of South African objects, including sculpture, beadwork, and 
household items, as interest in South Africa grew among collectors. In African Textiles 
and Decorative Arts, Sieber included examples of southern African beadwork and 
textiles, such as a beaded cape attributed to isiXhosa speakers from the early twentieth 
century. Sieber, as well as Wits, privileged works primarily made in the twentieth 
century, refuting the supposition that African objects existed solely in the precolonial and 
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historical past. Sieber’s publications and exhibitions situated the decorative arts and 
objects made for everyday use in the shifting contexts of the present, affected by 
historical change and exchange, and integral to a dynamic and changing narrative of 
African art.  
Other scholarly publications influential to Wits’ early collecting practices 
included the American scholarly journal African Arts, to which Wits began subscribing in 
1978, and, as Nettleton recalled, served as an important and primary resource for teaching 
and collecting.110 As the premier journal of African art in the United States, it reflected 
not only the expanding field of African art history, but also the continued biases towards 
West and Central Africa reflected in the myriad of advertisements for art galleries and 
museums displaying African sculpture. Moreover, there was little scholarly writing  on 
South African art prior to 1980. In light of the country’s political isolation during 
apartheid and the internationally imposed cultural boycotts that continued into and 
beyond the 1970s, the study of South Africa was all the more marginalized in African art 
historical discourses and museum collections.111  
 The limited number of essays in African Arts devoted to southern African art 
were studies on rock art, such as articles on San rock painting in the 1969 issue by H.C. 
Woodhouse, and a review of recent publications on southern African rock art by David 
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Brokensha in February 1981.112 But a few articles on Ndebele beadwork appeared in the 
journal in the late 1970s, co-authored by South Africans Suzanne Priebatsch, a 
photographer, and gallerist and collector, Natalie Knight. Their essay “Traditional 
Ndebele Beadwork” appeared in the January 1978 issue; a second collaborative essay, 
“Ndebele Figurative Art,” appeared in January 1979. Although these essays lacked 
substantial scholarly rigor, the authors contributed to the gradual visibility of black South 
African beadwork, and other South African art forms in of the southern African region.  
 
Collecting African Art at the University of the Witwatersrand 
 
South Africa in the 1970s witnessed intensifying racial violence and escalating 
antiapartheid resistance.113 Black South Africans were disenfranchised in every aspect of 
social, cultural, and political life. The racist ideology of apartheid upheld the colonialist, 
yet still widely held view that black South African culture was inferior to that of white 
settlers of European descent. There was little popular interest in the aesthetic importance 
of black South African objects by the majority of white South African art historians, 
museum curators, and individual collectors at this time. Black South African objects were 
studied by anthropologists and ethnologists, and, as South African art historian Esmé 
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Berman observes, “fell outside of the purview of the art historian or critic.” 114 Only a 
small number of South African museums that were not natural history museums, such as 
the Africana Museum in Johannesburg and the Natal Museum in Pietermaritzburg, held 
collections of South African objects, including significant holdings of beadwork. But 
with little curatorial oversight or public enthusiasm for these collections in the apartheid 
period, South African objects were often neglected by museum staff and exhibited in 
unchanging and dimly lit displays.115  
 Against this political backdrop, the University of the Witwatersrand and the 
Standard Bank Investment Corporation came together to form a collection of African art 
that ideologically sought to counter the racist politics of apartheid. Anitra Nettleton, 
Professor in the Wits Department of History of Art, reflected in 2009 that their initial 
decision to collect African art was “… not merely out of step with apartheid ideology. It 
was, and was intended to be, a challenge to both that mindset and the western 
preconception that southern African indigenous art occupied a lower rung of value than 
that of the rest of sub-Saharan Africa.”116 Whereas Wits and the Standard Bank held 
divergent motives and political agendas, they were unified around the shared goal of 
establishing a comprehensive collection of African art as a pointed political statement 
against the apartheid system.  
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Both Wits and the Standard Bank already held reputable collections of painting 
and sculpture by mostly white South African artists, initiated in the 1950s and 1960s 
respectively.117 Yet, the formation of the Standard Bank Collection presented far more 
urgent ideological and pragmatic outcomes for both institutions. The Standard Bank’s 
philanthropic interests in the arts were driven by ambitions for capital growth and 
corporate expansion. 118 Through the arts, and the support of African art more 
specifically, the Standard Bank sought to improve its public image, attract black South 
African business, and disassociate its business practices from the segregationist policies 
of apartheid. The University of the Witwatersrand for its part responded to the mandates 
of teaching and the need to expand course offerings in the field of African studies, which 
at that time did not include the study of African art history. Alan Crump, Professor of 
Fine Art and Honorary Director of the University Art Galleries, who also facilitated the 
partnership with the Standard Bank, commented in 1989, “An African art collection 
would serve several far-reaching purposes in the struggle for a new and more 
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representative education system in South Africa.”119 For both institutions, the Standard 
Bank Collection was not a financial venture — such that the works were not bought and 
sold for profitable gain — but a symbolic investment in the artistic heritage of the 
African continent, of which South Africa was still part, despite the country’s 
exceptionalism and its political and cultural isolation due to apartheid.  
The Standard Bank Collection also established a pedagogical relationship to other 
regions the African continent. In 1977,  the Wits Department of History of Art introduced 
a course in African art history — the first course of its kind offered by a South African 
university.120  Anitra Nettleton, who commenced her doctoral studies at Wits on Venda 
woodcarving in 1978, was appointed as the university’s first part-time lecturer in African 
art history in 1977, a position that became full-time in 1978. At the same time, the 
Gertrude Posel Gallery began to purchase African art through a small university grant for 
the purpose of establishing a teaching collection. Nettleton taught the canon of African 
art but did not teach South Africa at first, due to the lack of published scholarship on the 
historical art of the region.121  Early purchases of African objects therefore corresponded 
to the geographic regions covered in the course syllabus, including Nigeria, Ghana, Mali, 
Ivory Coast, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, a direction that would continue 
with the underwriting of the Standard Bank. Together, the African art history course and 
collection served two critical objectives at Wits: It introduced the study of African art and 
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culture into the Department of History of Art curricula, which was then dominated by 
Eurocentric histories of art.122 It also served to extricate African material culture from the 
exclusive academic domain of the Department of Social Anthropology, which had 
maintained a collection of African objects in its affiliated Museum of Ethnology.  
In 1978, under the chairmanship of Ian Mackenzie, the Standard Bank entered 
into a formal partnership with the University of the Witwatersrand and the first “Deed of 
Trust” was signed. The Standard Bank Foundation of African Tribal Art was established 
with the dual goal of underwriting scholarships for the research of African art and 
creating a material collection to be housed in the Gertrude Posel Gallery. An internal 
document dating from 1979 indicates that the Standard Bank provided an initial grant of 
R60,000 for acquisitions, distributed over a three-year period. According to interviews 
with Nettleton and art historian Rayda Becker, who was appointed director and curator of 
the renamed Wits Art Galleries in 1988, the Standard Bank was not involved in the day-
to-day operations of the collection, nor did it govern acquisitions.123  Wits provided the 
general direction of the collection with the oversight of an interdisciplinary acquisitions 
committee, composed of representatives from the humanities faculty at Wits, including 
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the departments of History of Art, Fine Arts, Archaeology, Paleontology, and Social 
Anthropology.124  
   In designating the “Standard Bank Foundation Collection of African Tribal Art,” 
Wits and the Standard Bank intentionally eschewed ideas of primitive art, which was 
perceived as derogatory towards African people by South African art historians and Wits 
curators. In the 1970s, terms used to differentiate African objects from fine art were still 
undecided in South Africa. In discussing the South African art collections of the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery, former Curator of the Traditional Southern African 
Collections, Nessa Leibhammer, explains that the label traditional art was not commonly 
used in South African art historical discourse until the late 1980s, and the classification 
tribal art was used in accordance with the term’s more common usage under apartheid to 
differentiate black South Africans, who were still perceived as tribal, from the white 
minority population.125 Wits and Standard Bank semantically linked their collecting 
practices to collections of tribal art in Europe and the United States, even though the 
terminology had fallen out of usage in American and European museums. But 
paradoxically, the appropriation of the label tribal art by Wits and the Standard Bank 
enabled them to create a distinction between the term’s art context and its usage by the 
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apartheid government. In the context of the Standard Bank Collection, the term tribal 
designated a category of art, rather than a socio-political condition, that exists in the past 
and bestowed the same aesthetic value as high modern art.  
The first acquisitions to the Standard Bank Collection revealed a more 
opportunistic decision-making process, as acquisitions were guided by limited funds and 
based on works available in South Africa (and on a few occasions, in auction houses in 
Europe).126 In support of their early collecting, Wits looked to the patronage of a 
privileged class of white collectors in Johannesburg. Dr. Maria Stein-Lessing, Egon 
Guenther, and Vittorino Meneghelli, all of whom immigrated to South Africa from 
Europe after the Second World War, owned private galleries that displayed and sold 
African art.127 As European immigrants who had commenced collections of African art in 
their home countries, Stein-Lessing, Guenther, and Meneghelli were conversant with 
discourses of primitive art in early twentieth-century Europe and the expressive 
influences of canonical West and Central African sculpture on European avant-garde 
artists. With the exception of Stein-Lessing who also collected black South African 
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beadwork and craft items, their aesthetic preferences for West and Central African 
sculpture excluded South Africa and reified preconceptions that black South Africans did 
not have comparable artistic traditions to that of other African regions. The influence of 
these collectors as patrons and doners who imparted their knowledge, as well as their 
aesthetic biases, cannot be overstated. Meneghelli especially made an early impact on the 
Standard Bank Collection, donating numerous works to Wits’ nascent collection and also 
serving as a knowledgeable resource. The earliest pieces of African sculpture acquired by 
Wits included a remarkable Bamana Tyi-Wara headdress and a Dogon Kanaga mask, 
both from Mali, and several Yoruba Gelede masks from Nigeria that were donated by 
Meneghelli in 1978 and 1979.  
 In spite of the partialities of white collectors in South Africa at this time, Wits 
presciently acquired so-called non-canonical South African pieces, including carved 
wooden headrests, household items, such as staffs and milk pails, and items of beadwork, 
including a beaded liphotho (see Figure 1.1) and ijogolo (bridal beaded apron) made by 
isiNdebele-speaking women acquired in 1979. But while Wits considered beadwork and 
household items worthy of collecting, Wits privileged the types of South African objects 
that corresponded to notions of canonical African art; that is, free-standing and figurative 
wood sculpture. For example, carving traditions in South Africa linked to male initiation 
schools from the twentieth century produced a range of naturalistic figurative sculpture. 
Among the coastal Nguni-speaking people of South Africa, figurative wood carving was 
largely unknown until the mid-nineteenth century, but Xitsonga, Tshivenda, and Sesotho-




to the nineteenth century and into the twentieth century.128 For example, a pair of Pedi 
initiation figures from the early twentieth century, held by Wits’ Ethnological Museum 
and loaned to the University Art Galleries in 1979 (Figure 1.7), are carved in a 
representational style. This set of male and female figures depicts soft, rounded bodies 
adorned with age-and gender-appropriate clothing. Commissioned for the initiation 
ceremony of young men called the Kôma, these figures substantiated the early existence 
of woodcarving in South Africa and evidence of sculpture made for ceremonial use to 
Wits curators. Through these examples, Wits curators demonstrated that South African 
sculpture corresponded to notions of authentic African art — namely that figurative 
sculpture made for ceremonial use in long-standing cultural practices was also extant in 
the South African context. 
The female initiation schools of the Tshivenda-speaking people in South Africa 
also produced figurative sculpture in clay and wood. An undated pair of rough-hewn 
matano figures (“matano” means “shows” in the TshiVenda language) for the Vhusha, a 
female initiation ceremony, were likely acquired by Anitra Nettleton in 1978 during her 
research in Northern Venda129 (Figure 1.8). Made of unfired clay, these figures were 
typically sculpted by women and “congruent with pottery as a female craft,” breaking 
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with the belief that men were the sole producers of ritualistic sculpture.130 Additionally, a 
series of four carved wood matano figures for Domba, the final phase of  initiation, were 
also acquired by Nettleton in the same period131 (Figure 1.9). Made by the South African 
MuVenda artist, Nelson Mukhuba, in 1977, the figures are carved from single pieces of 
soft wood and represent Mukhuba’s aesthetic preference for simplified naturalism and an 
unembellished appearance. Mukhuba was a carver who made sculpture both for his local 
community and for the local art market, so his name was recorded by collectors.132 These 
particular figures were made for use in the Domba and later purchased by Nettleton. The 
acquisition of a named contemporary carver’s work also departed from the trope of the 
anonymous African artist; the majority of the historical objects in the Wits collections 
bear the designation “artist unrecorded.” Regarding the decision to acquire Mukhuba’s 
sculptures Nettleton recalled, “We were feeling our way around all the categories and 
exclusions that the art market and museum world had erected for the collecting of 
canonical African art and knowing that (Mukhuba’s) figures had some link to internal, 
local cultural use was in some sense comforting.”133 The fact that it was a three-
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dimensional sculpture used in a ceremonial context justified its inclusion in the 
collection.  
The figurative wood carving associated with initiation schools in South Africa 
presented the closest formal comparison to the ritualistic sculpture from West and Central 
Africa. However, several carved wood objects made for everyday use, such as headrests 
and staffs with anthropomorphic or animistic features, as well as an umdwana, beaded 
fertility dolls made by isiNdebele-speaking women, were also acquired at this time and 
regarded for their sculptural properties. An induka (staff) with a naturalistic head of a 
man wearing a Zulu head ring, acquired in 1979, also illustrated the ways in which the 
acquisitions committee began to broaden the aesthetic criteria applied to African 
sculpture. By initially employing the aesthetic framework and collecting logic of 
canonical African art, Wits curators were able to challenge and decentralize its dominant 
narrative to include South African objects into their collection. 
 
Exhibiting African Art at the University of the Witwatersrand: The 1979 Exhibition 
African Tribal Sculpture  
 
Commencing in 1979, African sculpture served as the theme of a series of annual 
exhibitions held in the Gertrude Posel Gallery that featured works from the Standard 
Bank Collection. African Tribal Sculpture, which took place from March 19 to April 12, 




the Johannesburg press with critical acclaim.134 Organized by Anitra Nettleton, lecturer in 
Wits’ Department of History of Art, Diana Newman, the first full-time curator of the 
Gertrude Posel Gallery, and Catherine Vogel, a graduate student studying art history at 
Wits, the exhibition featured over two hundred pieces of African art from West, Central, 
and South Africa, chosen from what were perceived by Wits curators as canonical 
examples of African sculpture.135 African Tribal Sculpture equated African objects from 
West, Central, and most significantly, southern Africa, with modernist notions of 
sculpture as autonomous and non-functional art objects. In the words of Vice-chancellor 
Karl Tober, writing in the introduction to the exhibition’s catalog, “We look upon our 
collection, not merely as the priceless relics of disappearing rituals, but as monuments of 
African culture which had a profound influence on the development of modern Western 
art.”136 Tober’s statement situated African Tribal Sculpture, and the Standard Bank 
Collection, firmly in the discourses of European modernism and the radical innovations 
of avant-garde artists in the first part of the twentieth century — artistic movements that 
only began to be explored by South African artists in the mid-twentieth century.137  
	
134 Wits organized a small show of African art in 1978 that featured outside loans and borrowed 
works from Wits’ Ethnological Museum. This exhibition attracted the interest of the Standard 
Bank contributed to the partnership between the two institutions.  . 
135 The exhibition also included loans from private collectors and other museums in order to  
supplement Wits’ growing collection, including works from the Missionary Museum at the 
University of Stellenbosch, the Irma Stern Museum, the National Cultural History and Open-air 
Museum in Pretoria, and the Ethnological Museum at Wits, as well as loans from private 
collectors, including Vittorio Meneghelli. 
136 Karl Tober, African Tribal Sculpture Exhibition (Johannesburg: University of Witwatersrand, 
1979), n.p. 
137 Up to the 1970s, the general conservatism of South African fine art was dominated by 
portraiture and landscape painting — from colonial depictions of unspoiled South African terrain 
by the early pioneer painters, including the well-known artist Jacob Hendrik Pierneef, to the more 




Under the thematic rubric of sculpture, Wits curators posited that all African 
objects that exhibited a three-dimensional quality could be regarded as sculpture. Carved 
wood initiation figures attributed to Sepedi and Xitsonga-speaking people from South 
Africa were exhibited alongside wooden masks and figurative carvings from West and 
Central Africa, such as a Bamana fertility figure attributed from Mali and an Ibo ancestor 
figure mask from Nigeria. The selected works in the exhibition illustrated what the 
African art historian, Paul Wingert, maintained in the 1970s as the “essential properties” 
of sculpture. 138 According to Wingert, African art could be evaluated according to the 
stylistic criteria intrinsic to the fine art medium of sculpture itself, such as the realization 
of form and mass, the delineation of detail, and the significance of surface planes.139 The 
idea of African sculpture as a medium worthy of aesthetic consideration was observed by 
several critics of the exhibition. A writer for the Johannesburg-area newspaper, the Rand 
Daily Mail, commented, “The first thing that strikes one is the significant intellect and 
artistry which went into the making of the splendid objects.”140 Another critic from the 
South African newspaper, Sunday Express, also commented, “Unhindered by the 
Western imperative to duplicate reality, the sculptors were free to develop a plastic 
excitement and coherence that lends the work a rare power…. Boldness and decision 
	
African artist, Sue Williamson, further commented that before the 1976 Soweto uprisings most 
contemporary South African art was “Strangely divorced from reality, landscapes, experiments in 
abstraction and figure studies and vignettes of township life hung on [gallery] walls.” Sue 
Williamson, Resistance Art in South Africa (Cape Town: Double Storey Books), 1989, 8.  
138 Paul Wingert, “Style Determinants in African Sculpture,” African Arts, Vol. 5, No. 3 (Spring, 
1972), 37. 
139 Ibid., 37. 




mark these sculptures, carried out in established traditional styles.”141 As reviewers of the 
exhibition attested, African Tribal Sculpture substantiated that African sculpture, made 
by diverse language groups from across broad geographic regions, could be uniformly 
assessed as art — at least by a general, gallery-going public — according to similar 
stylistic, spatial, and volumetric criteria. 
The exhibition also included lesser-known works from South Africa, such as 
beaded fertility dolls and beaded aprons as well as several carved wooden headrests and 
staffs.142 By incorporating works from South Africa alongside perceived canonical 
examples of African art, the exhibition claimed that black South Africans had a legitimate 
culture and made objects that could be classified as ‘art.’ In so doing, Wits curators 
opposed divisions between art and craft constructed by some scholars of African art 
history, collectors, and curators in Europe and the United States, who used the label of 
craft as a lesser category to imply that works from South Africa were of inferior cultural 
value and quality. By including examples of South African sculpture that were similar to 
types of African art defined by European and American scholars of African art history as 
canonical, Wits curators validated and equated their own collecting practices with 
prominent historical collections of African art abroad.  
Because of the racial politics and power dynamics associated with the display of 
culturally sensitive objects in South Africa at this time, exhibitions of African art 
	
141 Staff writer, “Astonishing pieces in new Black Collection,” Sunday Express, April 1, 1979. 
142 Although a checklist for the exhibition is not available, press reviews mention the inclusion of 
a small selection of beaded objects, including beaded dolls and a beaded apron. According to 
accessions records, several aprons were acquired for the Standard Bank Collection in 1979 and 




presented a conundrum for Wits curators. The art context of the Gertrude Posel Gallery 
dictated a new visual framework for the consideration of African objects that was 
tangibly different from the racist display practices of ethnographic and natural history 
exhibits that remained on view into the apartheid period.143 As Nettleton later explained, 
Wits curators “deployed aesthetic modes of presentation usually associated with art 
galleries…. Some were displayed individually and isolated as visual statements that 
encouraged engagement as works by makers whose mastery of particular techniques was 
accented by the reverent lighting.”144 The individual object was distinguished by its 
uniqueness rather than presented in groupings of cultural types, style and form were 
accentuated over functional qualities, and beauty and its status as art were highlighted 
over lengthy explanations of the object’s relationship to cultural practices.  
Even as the field of African art history in the United States began to embrace the 
research methodologies of anthropologists in the 1970s, exhibitions of African art 
continued to promote a purely formalist point of view in order to legitimize African art in 
the fine art world. The persistent conceit that African art occupied a minor station 
compared with that of fine art painting and sculpture, as well as the still-marginalized 
status of African art within the broader discipline of art history, affected the types of 
displays employed by African art curators in Europe and the United States —practices 
similarly adopted by South African museums into the post-apartheid period. The 
	
143 The South African Museum’s controversial Khoisan exhibit, for example, included human 
casts, portraying a primitivizing image of the Khoisan people. The exhibit remained on view until 
the 1990s.  




transformation of African objects from ethnographic specimens to autonomous works of 
art is exemplified in the exhibition Masterpieces from the Museum of Cultural History. 
Held in 1979 at the Museum of Cultural History (now called the Fowler Museum) at the 
University of California Los Angeles, the exhibition highlighted aestheticized 
arrangements of masks and figures placed singularly on pedestals or mounted directly on 
the walls (Figure 1.10). In his review of the exhibition, Michael R. Orwicz succinctly 
describes the exhibition’s aesthetic affect:  
Mounted in glass cases and along the perimeter of the gallery, they could be seen 
individually and at close range, without interference from their counterparts. 
Masks and figures were displayed without their costumes, and the bright and even 
lighting of most objects enhanced their visibility. Their visual impact was 
intensified by the dim lighting of the remainder of the gallery.145 
 
Orwicz’s description indicates the disjuncture between the research of African art 
historians, who began to thoughtfully consider the cultural and social contexts of African 
art, and their display in the rarefied space of the museum, which treated African artworks 
as conceptually and visually unique and divorced from their social and cultural meaning.  
The Native American curator and art historian, Deborah Doxtator, has criticized similar 
display practices of Native American objects in museums as perpetuating colonial power 
relations. She wrote that in North American museums, “the tasteful lighting of objects, 
which for Western society is culture—beautiful baskets, spoons, and clothing items, for 
example—illuminates far more about Euro-Canadian aesthetics and values than they do 
	
145 Michael R. Orwicz, “Masterpieces from the Museum of Cultural History.” African Arts, Vol. 




about the cultural views of the people who made the objects.”146 The familiar display 
conventions of art adopted in African Tribal Sculpture — which eschewed visual aids, 
such as photographs, maps, and explanatory wall text — spoke more to the political 
progressiveness of Wits curators and their desire to reorient mainly white viewers to new 
modes of looking at African objects as art than acknowledging the agency of black 
artists.147 
Exhibitions of African objects in art museums and galleries were uncommon in 
South Africa. While the display of African objects in the space of an art gallery or 
museum maintained dominant white power structures, this approach had further political 
implications for viewers. Apartheid-era beliefs and racial prejudices toward black South 
African culture shaped how mainly-white viewers read and interpreted African objects in 
the mid-1970s. African Tribal Sculpture attracted over 4,000 visitors, “aroused great 
public interest and was used extensively in teaching.”148 Although detailed visitor 
statistics are not available, interviews with Diana Newman, the first full-time curator of 
the Gertrude Posel Gallery, revealed that the majority of the exhibitions’ audiences were 
white.149 Although there were some black viewers, the racial segregation policies of 
National Government meant that most black South Africans were not accustomed, or 
	
146 Deborah Doxtator quoted in Kathleen Ash-Milby and Ruth B. Phillips, “Inclusivity or 
Sovereignty? Native American Arts in the Gallery and Museum since 1992,” Art Journal, Issue 
76, No. 2 (Summer 2017), 12. 
147 Exhibitions of African art were rare, but early precedents included Kuns van Afrika/Art of 
Africa: African Art from South African Collections in March 1970 at the Pretoria Art Museum 
and African Art in Metal at the South African National Gallery in Cape Town in 1970. 
148 Diana Newman, “Aspects of the Role and Function of the University of Witwatersrand Art 
Galleries,” unpublished paper, Wits Art Museum archives, 1979, 5. 




permitted, to enter museum spaces or consider their cultural objects outside of local 
settings.150  
Public responses to the exhibition, gleaned from press reviews, indicate how Wits 
began to sway mainstream attitudes toward the aesthetic value of African objects as art. 
In a review of the exhibition, a writer for a suburban Johannesburg newspaper, the 
Killarney Gazette, stated, “From their own primitive environments, the Africans had 
created compelling sculptures for centuries.”151 The Sunday Express also applauded the 
theme of sculpture and wrote, “This exhibition is the first to give such sculpture full 
recognition as art, establishing it as being more than curious artefacts of alien peoples.”152 
While reviewers lauded the visual impact of the exhibition, their commentary also 
revealed the enduring racial biases of the predominantly white gallery-going public who 
were not yet acclimated to the consideration of African objects as art, perceiving black 
South Africans as artistically inferior and naïve. 
Exhibitions are mediums and settings for representation and ultimately reflect, as 
Ivan Karp writes, “claims of authoritativeness” and “judgements of the aesthetic merit or 
authenticity of the objects or settings exhibited.”153 If the individual artworks constituted 
the Standard Bank Collection’s content and meaning, exhibitions created platforms for 
	
150 Newman also remarked that there were some black visitors to the exhibition, although whether 
those visitors were members of the Wits community or the general public is not known. Interview 
with the author, July 2016. 
151 Staff writer, Rosebank Kilarney Gazette, April 2, 1979. 
152 Staff writer, Sunday Express, April 1, 1979. 
153 Ivan Karp, “Culture and Representation,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of 
Museum Display, eds. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine (Washington and London: Smithsonian 




shifting representations of black South African objects by curatorial staff. Discourses of 
art in South Africa have been shaped by exhibitions and collections that have constructed 
evolving definitions of South African art, such as the founding of the Eurocentric 
collections of the Johannesburg Art Gallery or the large-scale revisionist exhibitions of 
black South African art held in the 1980s, which are discussed in the next chapter.  
 
Canonizing South African Art: The African Tribal Sculpture Catalog 
The display in the Gertrude Posel Gallery began to sway public opinion towards 
the artistic merit of African sculpture.  The accompanying scholarly publication 
established the unity of African sculpture toward a different aim. (Figure 1.11). Through 
the sequential comparison of sculpture from West, Central, and Southern Africa, the 
exhibition’s catalog further substantiated the existence of sculpture in the country and the 
rightful place of South Africa in the canon of African art history.  
The catalog’s streamlined structure was divided into three sections — West, 
Central, and Southern Africa — that included short essays followed by photographic 
illustrations. At the beginning of each section, curators included a brief synopsis of the 
different cultural practices surrounding the creation of sculpture from the three 
geographic regions, content purposefully excluded from the exhibition. While cultural 
differences were emphasized in the section texts, the introductory essay underscored the 
centrality of stylistic analysis as the common criterion used to evaluate African sculpture. 
Authors Anitra Nettleton and Catherine Vogel write in the introductory essay:  
Yet there are qualities which are shared by most of these tribal styles which make 




cultures. One of the most import of these is the intense involvement with spatial 
and volumetric aspects of sculpture, an involvement which led to the creation of 
contrary spaces.…154  
 
In the southern African section, Nettleton and Vogel unequivocally refuted the claim that 
“The Black peoples of Southern Africa (….) have often been said to have no great 
tradition of figurative sculpture….”155 They cite an example of archeological finds of 
clay figurines dating from the tenth century, discovered in the former Rhodesia (today’s 
Zimbabwe) and in the Northern Transvaal, as testaments to the authenticity of figurative 
sculpture from the subcontinent. These early stated examples of works in clay 
substantiated the existence of historical, and importantly, precolonial precedents of 
sculpture in South Africa. 
The book’s black and white photographic illustrations established visual cohesion 
between dissimilar objects. The catalog’s evident low production value likely limited the 
scope of objects represented and dictated its small scale. However, its sequential and 
minimalist format nevertheless emulated that of the numerous monographic surveys of 
African sculpture published by scholars of African art history and collectors in Europe 
and the United States through the mid-twentieth century to similar effect (i.e. composite 
formatting, stark black and white photographic reproductions, and nominal identifying 
information). By way of comparison, in such seminal publications as Paul Wingert’s The 
Sculpture of Negro Africa (1950), William Fagg’s Tribes and Forms in African Art 
(1965), and René Braveman’s West African Sculpture (1970), short introductory essays 
	
154 Anitra Nettleton and Catherine Vogel, African Tribal Sculpture Exhibition (Johannesburg: 
Gertrude Posel Gallery, 1979), np. 




are followed by photographs of individual African masks and figures photographed 
frontally, under skillful lighting, and against black or white backgrounds that dramatized 
the angles and contours of sculptural objects. Fagg, Braveman, Wingert, and other 
scholars favored an organizational structure that grouped objects according to type (i.e. 
mother and child figures, masks, etc.), orientation (such as standing or seated figures), or 
geographic region or ethnic group with minimal identifying information (inclusive of the 
name of ethnic group, material, and region).  
The dissemination of object photographs in the beginning of the twentieth century 
marked a crucial development in what French art theorist André Malraux has termed the 
“intellectualization of art.”156 For European audiences, the pared-down and highly 
aestheticized photographic reproductions of African sculpture intentionally simulated the 
effect of looking at images of modern art. Comparisons between photographic 
reproductions of a Dan figure of a mother and child from Mali and a bronze sculpture by 
Romanian artist Constantin Brancusi, for example, could be analogously assessed 
according to similar aesthetic criteria despite differences of scale, time period, culture, 
and geographic region. The photograph removes objects from their place and time, 
stripping African objects of associative function and meaning. It was common practice up 
until the mid-twentieth century, as the African art historian, Zoe Struthers, explains, to 
strip African sculpture of extraneous organic material in order to reduce African masks 
	
156 Malraux, cited in Z.S. Struthers, “Looking for Africa in Carl Einstein’s Negerplastik,” African 




and figures to their sculptural essence.157 The purpose of which was to establish a 
discernable and undifferentiated corpus of African sculpture. 
Wits’ motives served different ends from that of the European and male authors 
of early monographs of African sculpture. Still, Wits curators adapted a similar, although 
abridged, format so that readers could easily comprehend the visual relationships 
proposed by Wits curators. Across the catalog’s sixteen pages and three sections, selected 
examples of African sculpture from the exhibition are reproduced in the catalog against a 
stark white background and depicted frontally or in three-quarters view. The book’s 
composite formatting reduced a range of African sculpture to common features, such as 
the so-called “African proportion,” in which the head is relatively larger than the rest of 
the figure.158 In the West African section, examples of what was then accepted as 
canonical African sculpture — such as an Ibo Maiden Spirit mask, a Mende Society mask 
(erroneously referred to as a Poro Society mask in the catalog) and a Yoruba Gelede 
mask — are shown frontally or in three-quarters view, accentuating the objects’ volume 
and form (Figure 1.12). The Central African section follows an identical format and 
features several carved wood ancestor and mother-and-child figures of the Luba from the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (then known as Zaire) (Figure 1.13).  
The intentional visual repetition and sequencing of images in combination with 
the written text not only created an aesthetic affinity between sculpture from South Africa 
and other regions of the African continent but also a historical one. By employing a 
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similar visual format widely used in the representation of African art, Wits strategically 
inserted South African sculpture into the aesthetic discourses of African art history, 
where it had been neglected by scholars both within and outside the country. In the 
southern African section (also including Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Namibia, and 
Botswana), the Pedi and Tsonga-Shangana initiation figures and a figurative sculpture 
from Northern Sotho (labeled as Lovedu) are illustrated as displaying comparable 
physical attributes — freestanding, frontal, and representational — as the carved wood 
Luba ancestor figures from the Democratic Republic of Congo and the Yoruba Ifa Cult 
Figure from Nigeria (Figure 1.14). That this was a deliberate aesthetic and conceptual 
choice by Wits curators is clear from the exclusion of examples of beadwork, although 
these were featured in the exhibition.159  
Moreover, by linking South African sculpture with ceremony, Wits curators 
maintained a cultural link to the ritualistic practices of other ethnic/cultural complexes in 
West and Central Africa. Nettleton and Vogel establish this affinity in their catalog essay, 
“throughout the Western Sudan and neighboring countries masks are used in the context 
of male initiation schools .…”160 Nettleton and Vogel further state in regards to southern 
Africa ceremonial sculpture, “it is probable that many of the older works were connected 
with initiation schools (as is the case at present) .…”161 If the exhibition elevated the 
aesthetic value of African art for South African viewers, the catalog had more scholarly 
	
159 Although a checklist and photo documentation of the exhibition are not available, the 
newspaper, the Rand Daily Mail, mentions the inclusion of beadwork, a Zulu walking stick, and 
Ndebele fertility dolls in the exhibition (Rand Daily Mail, 1979). 
160 Nettleton and Vogel, African Tribal Sculpture Exhibition, n.p. 




aims. South African sculpture was evaluated as formally significant, emanating from the 
historical past, and associated with ceremonial contexts, releasing black southern African 
art from the constraints of craft.  
African Tribal Sculpture and the corresponding exhibition catalog reflected the art 
historical interests and the antiapartheid views of Wits curators and individuals involved 
in the founding of the Standard Bank Collection.162 But by privileging the artworks’ 
visual attributes over their cultural or historical significance, curators simultaneously 
removed the political and cultural agency of Africans themselves. The exhibition African 
Tribal Sculpture, and the exhibitions that followed in the next decade, asserted the 
political ideologies of those individuals with the authority to formulate its narrative. This 
is not to maintain that Wits curators asserted white supremacy. Wits curators were 
undoubtedly aware of their curatorial authority and the privilege afforded to them as 
white South Africans. But in the representation of African art in the late 1970s, Wits 
curators, rather than black practitioners, were the pivotal agents in the positioning  of 
historical South African art in the art historical discourses of the country. 
 
Conclusion 
From its inception, the Standard Bank Collection at Wits was intertwined with 
teaching. The introduction of the African art history course in 1977 broadened the 
	
162 While this view was not held universally by members of the Wits community or the staff of 
the Standard Bank, the collection did reflect the liberal ideologies of its founders. The formation 
of the Standard Bank Collection was supported by the Wits administration including Vice-
Chancellor Daniel Jacob Du Plessiss and Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Karl Tober and Chairman of 




resolutely Euro-American art historical focus of Wits’ Department of History of Art and 
transformed the collecting policies at Wits.163 The introduction of African art history into 
the curriculum at Wits coincided with the rise of student protests throughout the country 
and on the Wits campus. The African art history course was also introduced at a time 
when the school’s administration began to address the admission of black students after 
decades of exclusion due to the Extension of University Education Act of 1959; this 
brought the systemic racial oppression of black people to the forefront at Wits.164 The act 
of extricating African art from the racialized disciplines of ethnography and anthropology 
and placing it in the context of the art history curriculum further contributed to Wits’ 
breaking away from apartheid ideology by advocating for the academic study of African 
art. The establishment of a major collection of African art in a public institution in South 
Africa was unprecedented and made a significant statement. However, the early 
collecting practices at Wits were also at times contradictory, indicative of the ways in 
which it was navigating categories of art and canon formations within the contemporary 
political climate. Wits curators and art historians followed the narrowly defined canon of 
African art established by scholars and museum curators in the United States and Europe 
	
163 The Department of Fine Arts (which included History of Art until it became a separate 
department in 1974) held a permanent collection of contemporary South African fine art initiated 
by Helen Martienssen, Chair of the Department of Fine Arts from 1957 to 1974. See also 
https://www.wits.ac.za/wsoa/history-of-art/about.  
164 The Extension of University Education Act of 1959 restricted the University’s admission of 
black students. The University could only admit black applicants by way of special permission 
given to select students who had applied to the Education Minister. From the mid-1980s, the 
National Government permitted Wits to admit black students on a restricted basis. Two such 
examples of these restrictions included the Universities Amendment Bill of 1983, which imposed 
quotas on racial groups other than the predominant white student population. A 1987 amendment 
also restricted subsidies to universities, which put further fiscal restrictions on their ability to 




even as they sought to expand it; they adhered to the stylistic classifications of West and 
Central African sculpture as they challenged the criteria of sculptural idioms; and they 
uniformly labeled all African objects as art without problematizing categories of art, 
craft, and ethnographic object. 
Through the exhibitions and catalogs featuring works from the Standard Bank 
Collection, Wits curators and academics established new ways underscore the aesthetic 
value of African art to Johannesburg audiences. But according to Karp, when cultural 
“Others” are implicated, exhibitions elicit the imbalances of power between who 
represents and what is being represented.165 By the 1980s, following the example of the 
Standard Bank Collection, other cultural institutions in South Africa began to redress 
imbalances in their exhibition and collection policies and acquired and displayed black 
South African art; however, the curatorial and administrative structures of these museums 
would not significantly change and remained under the purview of white administrators 
and curators. But Nettleton took on the field of African art history and it was her own 
research from the mid-1980s and that of her graduate students that introduced black 
South African objects into art historical discourses in South Africa, preferring to present 
them as art rather than ethnographic objects.  
Significantly, around 1983, Wits and the Standard Bank also formally changed 
the name of the collection to the Standard Bank Foundation Collection of African Art; the 
term tribal conspicuously dropped from the title.166 By the mid-1980s, Wits curators and 
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academics became more cognizant of the implications of race and representation of 
African art, and ideas of tribal art were understood as perpetuating colonial and apartheid 
racist views. The revised narrative of the Standard Bank Collection and exhibitions 
moved between rural and urban contexts and the historical and the contemporary in order 
to create a more representative collection of African art that addressed the changing 





The Politics of Curating and Collecting ‘Traditional’ South African Art at the End 
of Apartheid: Ten Years of Collecting (1979-1989) at the University of the 
Witwatersrand Art Galleries 
____________________ 
 
On March 7, 1989, approximately 1,400 students assembled in the Great Hall on the 
University of the Witwatersrand campus to mark the 1000th day of the State of 
Emergency in South Africa, a draconian set of restrictions sanctioned by then-President 
P.W. Botha in response to escalating resistance and violent protests by antiapartheid 
activists and black political organizations.167 According to the Johannesburg newspaper, 
The Star, Wits students unanimously condemned police actions against campus protesters 
and reiterated their allegiance to the antiapartheid movement.168 In the same year, the 
exhibition Ten Years of Collecting (1979-1989), the first comprehensive showing of 
black South African art from the Standard Bank Collection of African Art, was held at 
the University of the Witwatersrand Art Galleries.169 Fueled by the landslide win of the 
National Party in South Africa’s last whites-only election in 1987, the mid-to-late 1980s 
	
167 Between 1985 and 1989, the National Government implemented successive States of 
Emergency that included censorship of the press, the arrest and banning of antiapartheid activists, 
and curfews and other laws restricting the movement of South Africans. See 
http://www.saha.org.za/ecc25/ecc_under_a_state_of_emergency.html 
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were politically turbulent years as the fight against apartheid rule reached an apex among 
both black and liberal white South Africans.  
Throughout the 1980s, the University of the Witwatersrand was a hotbed of 
student demonstrations aligned with the resistance campaigns to end apartheid. In this 
heated political climate, the University of the Witwatersrand Art Galleries (hereafter 
referred to as the Wits Arts Galleries) and other art museums in the country organized 
exhibitions that featured black South African artists as part of progressivist and 
antiapartheid agendas to redress the historical omission of black art in South African 
museum exhibitions and permanent collections. Contemporaneously with Ten Years of 
Collecting, the Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG) organized several seminal exhibitions of 
black South African art. These included The Neglected Tradition: Towards a New 
History of South African Art (1930-1988) in 1988, which focused on black artists using 
fine-art media, such as oil painting, and Art & Ambiguity: Perspectives on the Brenthurst 
Collection of South African Art in 1991, featuring historical South African art from a 
recently acquired private collection. Together with Ten Years of Collecting, these 
exhibitions generated critical shifts in the South African cultural landscape and gave rise 
to debates around the construction of art-historical canons and the institutionalization of 
black artistic heritage in South Africa. Ten Years of Collecting, however, presented a 
different narrative than that proposed by other art museums, notably JAG. According to 
the Wits press release, Ten Years of Collecting featured “An exciting display of African 
art from bright Ndebele beads to superb standing figures and fascinating West African 




sticks, dolls, meat platters...”170 The exhibition mostly eschewed fine-art media, 
highlighting only those objects deemed as so-called traditional African art, assembled by 
the Wits Art Galleries over a single decade, 1979 to 1989.  
Cultural historian James Clifford asks, “What moral and political criteria justify 
‘good,’ responsible, systemic collecting practices?”171 In the South African museum 
landscape of the 1980s, Clifford’s question is polemical. Institutions, including the Wits 
Art Galleries and JAG, articulated different responses to notions of “good” and 
“responsible” collecting at the end of apartheid. This chapter asserts that the exhibition 
Ten Years of Collecting (1979-1989) legitimized the intellectual and aesthetic value of 
South African art labeled traditional and transitional by Wits curators as an explicit 
political statement at a critical juncture in the nation’s cultural and political 
transformation. Wits curators centralized the historical and contemporary relevance of 
black South African art in the country while simultaneously placing it formally and 
conceptually in relationship to West and Central African art. This chapter contends that in 
Ten Years of Collecting, curators claimed a more inclusive narrative of black South 
African art — one that exemplified South Africa’s diverse artistic heritage instead of 
artmaking solely made in Euro-American idioms — than other exhibitions held in 
Johannesburg in this same period. In so doing, Wits curators saw themselves as 
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correcting the wrongs of the apartheid system by representing the art of the majority 
black South African population. 
Underpinning this chapter is a critical examination of how Wits and JAG curators 
defined classifications of traditional and transitional South African art in this period — 
transitional denoting contemporary artworks that retained some basis in historical 
practices and materials, such as wood-carving. The African art historian, Sidney 
Littlefield Kasfir, writes that the dominant paradigm used by anthropologists and 
historians of African art well into the 1980s is the idea of traditional African societies “as 
highly integrated, self-contained, and culturally autonomous before the advent of 
Europeans.” This chapter engages with conceptions of traditional African art as 
problematized by American historians of African art, specifically the writings of Kasfir, 
Larry Shiner, and Christopher Steiner. It also examines the ways in which this 
terminology corresponded to notions of authenticity in South African art, such as the idea 
that traditional art forms were considered by Wits curators as more illustrative of the 
artistic practices of the majority black population than black modern art made by trained 
painters and sculptors. 
Designations of black South African art as traditional or transitional, which were 
differentiated from ideas of contemporary fine art, distinguished types of artmaking by 
black artists in this period. But, as James Clifford contends, such taxonomies only served 
to reinforce the hierarchical structures of the value of art.172 Writing on Australian 
Aboriginal painting, anthropologist Fred Myers further argues that classification systems 
	




are themselves “a signifying practice, not a simple category of analysis.”173 This chapter 
considers how this way of thinking impacted South African curators and art museums as 
they wrestled with categorical distinctions in their reformulations of collections of black 
South African art at the end of apartheid.174  
Several large survey exhibitions of modern and contemporary black South 
African art held in the mid-to-late 1980s, notably exhibitions that took place in 
Johannesburg, were heralded in the local and international press as groundbreaking. In 
subsequent decades, however, these exhibitions have undergone critical reevaluation of 
their framing of black artists. Ten Years of Collecting received comparatively less critical 
attention by South African art historians and critics than other exhibitions in this period. 
Undertaking a comparative analysis of the seminal exhibitions held at the Johannesburg 
Art Gallery in the late 1980s and early 1990s and the exhibition Ten Years of Collecting, 
this chapter places Wits’ collecting and display practices in the changing, and at times 
contested, South African art historical and exhibitionary landscape of the late 1980s. 
This chapter begins with a discussion of the political context surrounding 
exhibitions of black South African art in the 1980s. This illuminates the cultural debates 
taking place in art museums in the country and the goals of collecting and exhibition 
policies in effecting political transformation. It examines the types of artworks considered 
worthy of inclusion by these institutions as curators sought to construct a revised canon 
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of South African art that was inclusive of black South African artists. Thereafter, this 
chapter undertakes a close examination of the curatorial approach of Ten Years of 
Collecting. A comparison is then made between the collecting of Wits and JAG in this 
period and the ways in which the curators of these institutions intentionally included or 
excluded art deemed traditional in their respective institutions.  
 
Exhibitions, Museums, and South African Politics in the 1980s  
Of our museums, all but a handful ... represented the kind of heritage which  
glorified mainly white and colonial history. And even the small glimpse of black  
history in the others was largely fixed in the grip of racist and other  
stereotypes ...175     —Nelson Mandela  
 
 
Mandela’s quote above captures the state of museum collecting in the years 
leading up to South Africa’s first democratic elections in 1994. The grave climate of the 
late-apartheid period, beset by political conflict and racial division, necessitated 
institutional change in the cultural sphere.176 Beginning in the mid-1980s, many art 
museums underwent critical re-evaluations as they confronted their racially exclusive 
collecting and exhibition policies of the past, which had privileged the dominant white 
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culture. Art museums, including the Wits Art Galleries, formulated exhibitions that 
featured the work of black South African artists, viewing these exhibitions as expressions 
of institutional progressiveness and demonstrative of their antiapartheid stances. 
Changes to institutional policies were enfolded into larger discourses of political 
and cultural transformation taken up from the mid-1980s by diverse political and civil 
actors to signal the transition from apartheid to post-apartheid South African society. The 
South African historian, Thiven Reddy, defines concepts of transformation as the “desire 
to correct the past wrongs of apartheid and to reverse the effects of institutional 
racism.”177 Ideas of transformation served various purposes that encompassed divergent 
ideologies, strategies of redress, and political positions. On the one hand, historically 
white cultural institutions were tasked with rectifying decades of institutional racism and 
exclusion. On the other, black political groups, both in South Africa and in exile, sought 
to reclaim their cultural heritage and return its representation to the hands of black 
communities. The South African Museum Association (SAMA), founded in 1937, and 
the Commission on Museums, Monuments and Heraldry established by the African 
National Congress in 1991, are but two examples of the different organizations engaged 
in cultural policy reformation from the 1980s into the post-apartheid era.178  
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 In fine-arts museums, transformation indicated the progress from apartheid-era 
museum practices that privileged European and white South African art to new 
approaches to collecting and exhibitions that were collaborative and inclusive of black 
South African artists. For example, beginning in the mid-1980s, many of the nation’s 
oldest museums, such as the Johannesburg Art Gallery and the Tatham Art Gallery in 
Pietermaritzburg — both of which were founded upon European collections of British 
and Dutch painting — moved to correct their founding colonial missions.179 The Tatham 
revisited its collecting policies in order “to accommodate a shift away from the colonial” 
towards a collection of South African art “in all its forms, including traditional and 
contemporary black art .…”180 JAG purposefully began to acquire contemporary 
paintings and sculpture by black South African artists starting in the 1970s, and procured 
a collection of historical South African art in 1987, placing it in direct conversation with 
the Wits Art Galleries and their Standard Bank Collection.181  
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The Wits Art Galleries, on the other hand, had earlier claimed a liberal and 
antiapartheid position that centered on the collection and display of African art from 
different regions of the African continent. With the formation in 1979 of what was then 
called the Standard Bank Foundation Collection of African Tribal Art, Wits was one of 
the first institutions — and the only university art gallery — to establish a public African 
art collection. The now called Standard Bank Collection of African art (Standard Bank 
Collection) enabled the collecting practices of the Wits Art Galleries to align politically 
with the antiapartheid stance of the University of the Witwatersrand and to be seen as 
part of its larger commitment to the field of African art history.182 Anitra Nettleton, then 
Senior Lecturer in Wits’ Department of History of Art, further reiterated  Wits’ prescient 
and progressivist position. Writing in 2009, Nettleton reflected that the Standard Bank 
Collection “was not merely out of step with apartheid ideology, it was, and was intended 
to be a challenge to that mindset .…”183 The formation of the Standard Bank Collection 
aided Wits in leading institutional and cultural change and indeed, served as an impetus 
	
182 As part of Wits’ long-term academic plan, initiated by Vice-Chancellor D.J. du Plessis upon 
entering office in 1978, Wits sought to cultivate greater racial diversity within the institution. 
Wits established the African Studies Institute in 1972, responding in part to student efforts to 
reform university pedagogy to include more “African” content in course curricula, and more 
specifically to expand its obligations to the field of African studies. Furthermore, du Plessis 
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to amend its own collecting policies that had centered on the art of academically trained 
white South African artists.184 
Exhibitions served as politically motivated platforms in which South African 
museums and art galleries could promote a liberal political position in order to be 
perceived as racially inclusive. Between 1985 and 1989, several now-seminal exhibitions 
of black South African art took place in Johannesburg. In addition to Ten Years of 
Collecting, other exhibitions included Tributaries at the Museum Africa in Johannesburg 
in 1985, The Neglected Tradition: Towards a New History of South African Art (1930-
1988) at JAG in 1988, and Images of Wood: Aspects of the History of Sculpture in 20th 
Century South Africa, also at JAG in 1989. The overarching narrative of these large-scale 
exhibitions was both recuperative and sweeping. Curators sought to break down the 
aesthetic and sociocultural boundaries between contemporary and traditional, rural and 
urban, and self-taught and academically trained, that had been delineated by white 
cultural institutions and white curators up until this time.  
While the late-apartheid climate of South Africa was one of cultural 
transformation and political crisis, including the declaration of successive States of 
Emergency by the National Party commencing in 1985, the year 1989 was also pivotal 
internationally, witnessing such transformative events as the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, which had supported the African National Congress, and the fall of the Berlin 
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Wall.185 Revisionist approaches to the collecting and display of African art were also not 
isolated to South Africa. In the mid and late 1980s, American and European curators 
formulated new approaches to exhibitions of African art in order to counter colonial 
narratives and the assemblage of collections of cultural ‘Others’ in European and 
American museums. And whereas these exhibitions took place outside of South Africa, 
they nonetheless draw productive parallels to curatorial methodologies undertaken by 
both Wits and JAG in the same period. Following the highly controversial exhibition, 
Primitivism in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern, at the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York in 1984-1985, which resuscitated nineteenth-century conceits 
of discovery and salvage, a handful of museums attempted to formulate new narratives of 
African art that were consciously “anti-Modernist and anti-hegemonic.”186 Exhibitions 
such as Susan Vogel’s ART/Artifact: African Art in Anthropology Collections at The 
Center for African Art in New York in 1988 challenged the art and anthropological 
divide in order to illuminate how collections and exhibitions were historically shaped by 
Eurocentric preconceptions of African art as static, timeless, and unchanging.187 Through 
display, Vogel set out to ask, “How would African art be shown if it had reached us for 
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the first time in the 1980s?” given the knowledge and contributions of scholarly research 
of African art and culture acquired over the last two decades.188 
Such sweeping and revisionist narratives, undertaken in exhibitions like 
Magiciens de la Terre, curated by Jean Herbert Martin for the Centre Pompidou in Paris, 
also aimed to reorient Eurocentric art histories towards a global and multicultural 
interpretation of art. Held in 1989, a pivotal time for exhibitions of black art in South 
Africa, Magiciens de la Terre shifted conventions of exhibition-making by dismantling 
paradigms of center and periphery, intermixing over one hundred artists from dominant 
art “centers” of America and Europe and artists from so-called “marginal” geo-political 
regions.189 However, the works of artists residing outside of Europe and North America 
were nonetheless evaluated “with respect to cultural tradition” and preconceptions of 
“authentic” cultural practices rather than according to other formal, material, or 
conceptual concerns. Works such as House (1989) by the South African Ndebele artist 
Esther Mahlangu were de-historicized and decontextualized, failing to illuminate the 
complex visual language of house painting by isiNdebele-speaking women and the 
political and cultural conditions of apartheid-era ethnic “homelands” that influenced its 
development.190 But such experimental exhibitions of African art held in the United 
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States and Europe in the 1980s were less feasible in the South African climate — and the 
stakes were markedly higher. As discussed in Chapter One, the formalist and modernist 
presentation of African objects more recently rejected by some European and American 
curators became a necessary strategy by South African curators in order to validate 
African art forms to white viewers unaccustomed to encountering African art in fine art 
settings.   
Claims of curatorial authorship articulated by Vogel, Martin, and others in this 
period, and their enactments of inclusion and exclusion, ideas critically relevant to 
exhibitions of black art in South Africa, shifted the focus, as the art historian, Johanne 
Lamoureux, observes “from the individual works to the very project of their gathering in 
an exhibition.”191 Attendant to the idea of the exhibition as an authored text, is the 
ascendant responsibility of the curator as the sole generator of exhibition content. The 
curator and artist, Paul O’Neill, examines the new, centralized position of curators of 
contemporary art that emerged beginning in the late 1960s.192 As O’Neill argues, by the 
1980s the role of the curator was seen as a “dominant, single auteur.”193 Exhibitions were 
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regarded as individual curatorial statements that allocated a “unifying concept or 
exhibition narrative” uniquely produced by a curator’s juxtaposition of artworks that 
could only be experienced by viewers in the public gallery space.194 
In South Africa, the statement of the exhibition, rather than the individual artists 
or artworks, also fundamentally shifted institutional narratives and public discourses of 
South African art and artistic heritage from the mid-1980s. O’Neill further observes that 
discourses in curating fostered frameworks in other disciplines outside of contemporary 
fine art, such as that manifested in exhibitions of African art.195 Correlated to O’Neill’s 
conception of the dominant position of the curator-author, the art historian Christopher 
Steiner and anthropologist and Curator of African Art at the Royal Ontario Museum, 
Silvia Forni, coined the term “ego-system” to characterize the hierarchies and power 
structures embedded in the making of exhibitions, collections, and markets of African art 
in Europe and North America. Drawing a provocative parallel with a biological 
ecosystem, Steiner and Forni characterize their “ego-system” as a series of complex 
interactions between “living ‘organisms’ (artists, curators, dealers, and collectors) and 
nonliving components (art, artifacts, and material culture).”196 The “ego-system” 
produces modes of stratification resultant “from power inequalities rooted in the legacies 
of colonialism.”197 Unlike contemporary curating, which often invests in collaborative 
dialogue between curator and artist, the “ego-system” relies upon differential access to 
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wealth and power in the formation of cultural taste and criteria of connoisseurship. This 
stratified system inherently denies Africans political agency in the development of 
histories of African art and culture and its representation in museums.198 In other words, 
what is deemed worthy of collection and display has been the exclusive purview of a 
small number of mainly white museum curators and collectors that decreed worth and 
value upon certain types of art created largely by anonymous African artists. 
Whereas Steiner’s and Forni’s model of an “ego-system” is necessarily hyperbolic 
and describes the motivations of certain power brokers, it is nevertheless an apt analogy 
for the ways in which curators in South Africa strategically positioned their reframings of 
South African art history to be inclusive of black art at the end of apartheid. Through the 
late 1980s into the 1990s, JAG and the Wits Art Galleries, for example, constructed 
divergent narratives towards a revised canon of South African art that were subjectively 
constructed by their respective institutional histories and the political ideologies of 
individual curators working within the museum. JAG, a municipal museum dedicated to 
high art, and the Wits Art Galleries, a university art gallery with an academic focus, were 
clearly distinct types of institutions, but their collecting practices intersected when JAG 
also began to acquire so-called traditional South African art in 1987.  
As other art museums began to collect and display black South African art, Wits’ 
collecting practices were no longer isolated and to a degree, appeared less radical. Yet, as 
the 1980s progressed, Wits again asserted its position by expanding its definitions of 
black South African art to encompass a wide range of contemporary art forms, such as 
	




recent types of beadwork, wood carving, and other rural and urban artworks. As will be 
examined, Wits’ collecting practices aimed to validate black South African artisans as 
equal to those trained in fine art traditions; at the same time, they paradoxically 
constructed a focused yet segregated account of South African art by concentrating the 
Standard Bank Collection exclusively on the art of black producers. 
 
Defining Traditional South African Art at the End of Apartheid 
In his review of Ten Years of Collecting for the suburban South African 
newspaper, The Natal Witness, Tony Oosthuizen writes,  
The splendor of African bead art, one of the richest forms of ornamental visual 
art, cannot be fully appreciated in small curio shops along main holiday routes in 
southern Africa. There are also few people who manage to get away to Africa’s 
remotest areas, where bead art meticulously manufactured for cultural rather than 
commercial purposes can be appreciated in its traditional environment.199  
 
Oosthuizen’s assessment illuminates the enduring public presumptions of so-called 
traditional art in South Africa as belonging to rural and unchanging cultural practices. In 
the political and cultural climate of late apartheid, black artists sought new economic 
opportunities and commercial markets for their artworks that countered notions of 
authenticity and tradition in their artmaking. Indeed, in South African museums (both that 
of art and natural history) and in academic discourses, black South African objects were 
still simultaneously referred to as artifacts, material culture, traditional, and transitional, 
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revealing the ambiguity around classifications of aesthetically diverse and culturally 
complex categories of art.  
Broadly, preconceptions of so-called tradition in African societies among 
anthropologists and African art historians in the United States and Europe had signified 
cultural practices and social institutions that were viewed as constant and unchanged 
since before the colonial period. In the words of anthropologist Mark Phillips, tradition or 
traditional art came to be seen “as a point of origin, rather than a process.”200 In other 
words, tradition was held as existing solely in the ahistorical past, in opposition to the 
progression of so-called European modernity. These constructs of traditional African art 
had a particular bearing on how the term was adopted, and later refuted, by Wits and JAG 
curators. More specifically, in museum discourses of the 1980s, the label traditional art 
importantly differentiated black South African objects from the work of black artists 
using fine-art idioms, with the latter having the additional purpose of elevating named 
black painters, sculptors, and printmakers in a critical period of institutional redress and 
the rewriting of South African art histories.  
Sidney Littlefield Kasfir problematizes the term’s reductive meaning. 
Interpretations of “traditional African society,” as Kasfir identifies, originated in 
nineteenth-century European Romanticism, and in theories of social Darwinism that 
differentiated European modernity and progress from “primitive societies.”201 Kasfir 
concedes that fixed ideas of so-called traditional African societies as isolated, internally 
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coherent, and unchanging cultural systems were fundamental “to the West’s 
understanding of Africa” throughout the first half of the twentieth century, even as such a 
limited view of African cultures later became an “oversimplified fiction” by African art 
historians.202 Similarly, art historian Christopher Steiner has also observed that the notion 
of tradition as a kind of “conservative dogmatism” bound to an unchanging past was an 
appealing concept for defining so-called non-western societies in American and European 
scholarship, and by collectors, from the 1920s onwards.203  
Fundamental to definitions of traditional African art by European and American 
scholars up until the 1980s was its opposite: innovation and change. Kasfir and Steiner 
both examine how various forms of cultural exchange, patronage, and art markets, from 
the precolonial period to the present, have continued to challenge rigid and historically 
contingent ideas of tradition in African art. African art historian Larry Shiner argues that 
the rejection of contemporary innovations, copies or fakes, and tourist art — categories of 
objects integral and distinctive to Wits’ collecting — ignores artistic and economic 
adaptations arising from the concerns of producers, who often do not share the Euro-
American fetishism for originality and authenticity. Shiner cites the market success of 
Native American potter Maria Montoya, whose pots were highly sought after by white 
collectors of Southwest Art. In one instance, one of Montoya’s studio workers, with the 
artist’s consent, signed Montoya’s name to their own pots until the dealer realized that 
those pots would be deemed forgeries by prospective buyers and prohibited the use of 
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Montoya’s name other than by the artist herself.204 In her comparative analysis of another 
American Southwest potter, Maria Martinez, and South African potter Nesta Nala — 
both of whom created pots for their local communities and the tourist market — African 
art historian Elizabeth Perrill argues that classifying their respective practices as 
traditional reinforced the trope that “ ‘ethnic’ potters are not ‘contemporary.’ ”205 Both 
Shiner and Perrill infer that fixed definitions of artistic tradition, in which makers are 
perceived to work within the restricted aesthetic parameters of an invariable and inherited 
local style and technique, were viewed as more authentic than contemporary adaptations 
produced for both local and commercial markets. 
Paradigms of traditional African art as synonymous with cultural purity and 
authenticity permeated the viewpoints of American and European collectors and curators 
of African art well into the 1990s. European contact and the influence of cash economies 
and other forms of patronage, for example, were seen as corrupting to ideas of authentic 
African art by European and American collectors.206 Kasfir corroborates that while 
scholars began to question the validity of authentic traditional African art in the 1970s, 
the concept nevertheless continued to dictate cultural and aesthetic criteria adopted by 
major museums and collectors. She writes, “The most powerful classificatory 
interventions are the words ‘traditional’ and ‘authentic,’ which become shorthand 
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distinctions for ‘good’ and their negations ‘nontraditional’ and ‘inauthentic,’ which 
become synonymous with ‘bad.’ ”207 Even into the 1980s, exhibitions of African art in 
the United States, such as Treasures of Ancient Nigeria, organized by the Detroit Institute 
of Art in 1981; Yoruba Sculpture of West Africa at the Pace Gallery in New York in 
1982; and a subsequent exhibition of Yoruba art, Nine Centuries of African Art and 
Thought at The Center for African Art, New York in 1990, promoted a “universal 
aesthetic” that validated traditional continuity and certain types African art such as carved 
wood masks and figures made for ceremonial use that fit into Euro-American paradigms 
of authenticity.208 
 While Kasfir, Steiner, and other scholars of African art expose the artificiality of 
the concepts of tradition and authenticity, their subjective positioning of a “generic and 
general West and its Other” does not consider the complexity of settler nations such as 
South Africa.209 In the South African context, ideas of tradition also had political 
implications. Classifications of traditional South African art only came into wider usage 
by museums and art historians in the mid-1980s, in order to repeal more pejorative 
language previously used to describe black South African objects, such as tribal art or 
primitive art.210 Mark Phillips observes that tradition is the “foil to a theory of 
	
207 Kasfir, “African Art & Authenticity: A Text with a Shadow,” 41. 
208 Peter Mark, “Is There Such Thing as African Art?”, Record of the Art Museum, Princeton 
University, Vol. 58, No. ½ (1999), 10; and Kasfir, “African Art & Authenticity: A Text with a 
Shadow,” 41. 
209 Fred R. Myers, Painting Culture: The Making of an Aboriginal High Art (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2002), 19. 
210 Nessa Liebhammer, “Negotiating a South African Inheritance: Nineteenth and Early 
Twentieth Century Traditional Art Collections at the Johannesburg Art Gallery,” in Tribing and 
Untribing the Archive, eds. Carolyn Hamilton and Nessa Liebhammer (Pietermarizburg, South 




development and ‘traditional society’ functions as a polite replacement for an older 
evolutionist vocabulary laden with racial overtones.”211 Even so, South African 
anthropologists Andre Spiegel and Emil Boonzaier observe that the term “tradition” and 
its derivatives (i.e., traditional, traditionalist), were “seldom used without subjective, 
value-laden implications.”212 In other words, popular misconceptions of tradition more 
commonly referred to black South African culture even though white South Africans of 
European descent also held and practiced cultural traditions. Spiegel and Boonzaier 
further point out that the term’s vagueness in its South African usage enabled its 
manipulation toward more political ends. They write that “the term forms part of the 
political argument that Africans are still ‘traditional’ in outlook and therefore cannot be 
incorporated into the ‘Western’ (that is, white) political system.”213 Apartheid-era 
assumptions of traditional South African societies as homogenous and unchanging, in 
contradistinction to a dynamic, modern white culture, formed part of the argument that 
accounted for racial difference. The belief held by the National Government and many 
white South Africans that black South Africans adhered to a distinctly different set of 
cultural practices that were understood as traditional, became coded language for the 
racial and artistic inferiority of black South African societies.214  
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In the exhibition Ten Years of Collecting, direct references to so-called traditional 
South African were tentative and vague. Labels classified black South African art 
according to cultural and language affiliation, such as “Tsonga-Shangana Beadwork,” 
“Venda sculpture,” or “Ndebele beadwork.” However, in writing on the exhibition Ten 
Years of Collecting in 1995, Anitra Nettleton, then Senior Lecturer in Art History and 
curator of exhibitions of African art in the Wits Art Galleries, recalled that “The Standard 
Bank Foundation Collection was begun in order to establish a collection of traditional 
African art.”215 However, Nettleton adds that Wits’ collecting “could not be bound to 
traditional art as this denied access to the arts of contemporary producers of beadworks, 
basketry, and pottery.”216 Along similar lines, as Elizabeth Perrill calls for the term 
contemporary in African art to signify a chronological designation, indicating the current 
moment, rather than a term used to separate various degrees of innovation or traditional 
continuity.217 Wits collected and displayed black South African art that was designated 
by curators as traditional, contemporary, and transitional — transitional pointing to a 
problematic and superficial category that primarily designated a group of rural wood-
carvers from Limpopo Province but also referred to recent works made by urban as well 
as rural artists. In such a positioning, Wits legitimized their collecting as more inclusive 
of the expansive range of art making in South Africa and thereby more representative of 
the country’s artistic heritage than other art institutions that focused primarily on the 
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work of black artists using Euro-American artistic conventions, such as oil painting. Ideas 
of authenticity were therefore transposed from the cultural origin of individual objects to 
their collective assembly by curators in an art gallery. Ten Years of Collecting posited a 
more authentic narrative of black South African art, one that underscored the relationship 
between the historical and the contemporary, accepted continuities and ruptures in 
traditional art forms, and accommodated rural and urban developments.  
 
The Exhibition Ten Years of Collecting (1979-1989) at the Wits Art Galleries 
 
By the late 1980s, the Standard Bank Collection was one of the largest public 
collections of African art in the country. In May 1989, the Wits Art Galleries presented 
Ten Years of Collecting (1979-1989), the culmination of a series of annual exhibitions 
that featured African art from the collection since 1979 (Figure 2.1). The exhibition was 
organized by Rayda Becker, Senior Curator of the Wits Art Galleries, in collaboration 
with Anitra Nettleton and Professor of Social Anthropology, David Hammond-Tooke 
(referred to collectively as “Wits curators”), who also co-edited the exhibition catalog. 
Ten Years of Collecting purported a history of black South African art corroborated 
through academic research and a decade-long process of purposeful collecting. In 
comparing it with other exhibitions of the same period, Nettleton reflected, “What was 
shown on the Ten Years of Collecting exhibition was not fortuitously assembled, but the 




reverberations.”218 The divide between the construction of a history of black South 
African art by white curators and the artistic agency of black artists underpins the 
political implications of Ten Years of Collecting, as well as that of other exhibitions of 
black South African art presented by largely white-led museums in this period.219 While 
Wits curators strategically collected and displayed black South African art to correct the 
racism of apartheid, they did so under the auspices of white curatorial authority and 
through the visual language of the art museum rather than engaging directly with black 
artists and communities. 
In an exhibition review of Ten Years of Collecting in the South African 
newspaper, Vlieende Springbok, Rose Korber describes the breadth of artworks on 
display: 
Visitors to the exhibition — where only about 60 percent of the total collection 
was on view — were met by a breathtaking array of objects that included the 
exotic masks, drums and textiles from the more remote traditions of West and 
Central Africa. The focus, however, was on traditional and transitional work from 
Southern Africa: an extensive and dazzling range of beaded apparel and beaded 
dolls for ritual purposes; cloths patterned with embroidery and innumerable, tiny, 
gilt safety pins; superbly crafted pots and baskets; ceremonial and fighting sticks; 
headrests; meat platters; and milk pails. Sculpture included a number of 
innovative, contemporary images of the technological age — buses, motorcars 
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As revealed by Korber’s detailed description of the gallery display, historical art forms 
made for internal, local use were placed in the same space as recent artworks, copies, and 
objects made for the tourist trade. The copy, defined in the context of the Standard Bank 
Collection as a handmade object made in multiples with its techniques rooted in inherited 
or adapted artistic knowledge, such as reproductions of traditional Ndebele dolls sold to 
tourists, was also treated by Wits curators as authentic and belonging to categories of art 
and culture rather than commerce. By including and exhibiting art forms expressive of 
change and adaptation, such as tourist art, the exhibition alluded to the cultural and socio-
political impacts of apartheid on the artistic production of rural and urban black artists, 
such as the influence of white patronage and art markets. Yet, new and urban art forms 
were included in Ten Years of Collecting to demonstrate continuity and change in so-
called traditional practices and the artistic innovations of black artists, rather than as more 
detailed statements on how black artists negotiated and surmounted artistic 
marginalization and the economic and political impacts of apartheid. 
In the early 1980s, Wits and the Standard Bank narrowed the collecting 
parameters of the Standard Bank Collection in order to focus exclusively on the southern 
African region, several years before other art institutions began to actively collect black 
South African art.221 In the current cultural debates taking place in art museums at this 
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time, the concentration on the southern African region, as comprehensively represented 
in Ten Years of Collecting, was politically strategic. Rather than elevating the fine art 
practices of black South African artists on equal aesthetic and conceptual terms with that 
of academically trained white artists, such as was the focus of exhibitions at JAG , Wits 
curators gave aesthetic credence to what Susan Vogel describes as “different aspects of 
culture.”222 Similar to exhibitions of fine art, the organizational framework of Ten Years 
of Collecting emphasized the formal aspect of the works on view, a display strategy 
undertaken by Wits curators since the first exhibition of African art in 1979. Artworks 
were visually grouped by artistic media and aesthetic affinities, rather than according to a 
chronological timeline or by ethnic or language group. In her press review, Korber 
further describes the exhibition’s visual impact:  
By the juxtaposition of traditional with transitional sculpture, rural contexts with 
urban contexts, ‘tribal’ styles with other ‘tribal’ styles, viewers were encouraged 
to make visual comparisons for themselves and to question what the connections 
or distinctions might be.223 
 
The exhibition took up the entirety of the Wits Art Galleries — the two main floors of the 
Gertrude Posel Gallery and the adjacent Studio Gallery — enabling Wits curators to 
explore different sub-themes. The upper level of the Gertrude Posel Gallery showcased 
representations of the human figure, such as Pedi initiation figures and the contemporary 
figurative sculpture of self-taught rural artists Nelson Mukhuba, Noria Mabasa, and 
Johannes Maswanganyi. Other formal and thematic concerns were explored in smaller 
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sections including the “representations of animals, religious subject matter, images of 
technology.”224 The upper-level gallery also included headrests, walking sticks, and 
graphic prints arranged on the adjacent walls. The lower level displayed the historical 
collection of West and Central African masks, textiles, and figures. The adjacent Studio 
Gallery, accessed from the main exhibition space through a small exterior courtyard, 
displayed Wits’ collection of beadwork.  
Wits collected certain types of African art and assigned them aesthetic meaning 
and value that reflected, according to James Clifford, “subjective, taxonomic, and 
political processes.”225 Just as Ten Years of Collecting aimed to be inclusive, it was also 
exclusive, and largely eschewed the art of black artists using fine art media.226 It is also 
significant to note that the Standard Bank Collection evolved as a collection of African 
art and did not include the art of white South Africans or individuals categorized by the 
apartheid government as “coloured,” such as people of Asian or Indian heritage. In other 
word and as discussed in Chapter One, Wits’ initially emulated collections of African art 
in Europe and the United States and acquired similar types of South African objects. The 
Standard Bank Collection represented the art made by black South Africans and therefore 
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excluded the artistic histories of other racial groups in South Africa. In this manner, Ten 
Years of Collecting presented a display of black South African art that was correlative 
with Kasfir’s notions of “good” and “authentic” collecting without fully engaging with 
the superficiality and limitations of different classifications of art.227 In Ten Years of 
Collecting, Wits curators asserted a narrative of black South African art predicated on 
three categorical distinctions: First, curators included the display of South African 
beadwork as emblematic of black South African artistic heritage — from everyday 
beaded garments, those used in ceremonial contexts, to recent forms of beadwork 
produced for commercial markets. Beadwork is the most widespread artistic form in 
southern Africa and produced by most black South African societies. The display of 
beadwork also inserted black South African women as important cultural producers into 
histories of African art, which was then dominated by figurative sculpture and masks 
made by men in West and Central Africa. Women were also conspicuously absent from 
other exhibitions of black South African art held in the same period, which focused 
primarily on the achievements of black male painters and sculptors. Second, the inclusion 
of artworks categorized as transitional aimed to reevaluate the constructed binaries 
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between art and artifact, historical and contemporary, and rural and urban established by 
South African art markets. By displaying transitional sculpture, for example, alongside 
objects more commonly associated with so-called traditional South African culture, the 
exhibition sought to contextualize ideas of continuity and adaptive changes of tradition 
and the impact of art markets in the work of black artists. Third, the inclusion of West 
and Central African art, although peripheral within the exhibition itself and excluded 
from its catalog, maintained a connection between South Africa and other parts of the 
African continent during a crucial time in the nation’s political history, when the 
country’s very African-ness was being debated on the political stage. 
 
Discourses of Tradition and Contemporaneity in South African Beadwork 
With the acquisition of the first items of beadwork in 1979, including a 
remarkable Ndebele married women’s apron, or Liphotho (See Figure 1.1.), Wits 
identified South African beadwork as paramount to its collection strategy, which would 
extend over the next thirty years.228 Ten Years of Collecting was one of the first 
exhibitions of African art at the Wits Art Galleries that identified the cultural and 
historical importance of beadwork in South African art histories. Through the gallery 
exhibition and accompanying catalog, Wits curators and scholars demonstrated processes 
of adaptation and innovation in the production of beadwork while simultaneously 
dispelling myths of its forms as static and unchanging. Still, the political and economic 
conditions of colonialism and apartheid, which impacted the material and stylistic 
	




development of many forms of beadwork — from the introduction of glass beads by 
European settlers in the colonial period to economic opportunities offered by the art 
markets of the 1980s — were tangential to the exhibition itself, although taken up in 
essays in the exhibition catalog. Beadwork was displayed to be revered for its formal 
qualities and regarded for its visual complexity, technical intricacy, and tactile nature. 
While the accompanying catalog intended to provide the cultural and historical 
background of different producers of beadwork, exhibition labels and explanatory wall 
text intentionally carried no such information. Like the ethnographic displays of the early 
twentieth century (some still on view in the 1980s), the gallery or art display had the 
effect of removing beadwork from its social and cultural context – a tension exhibition 
curators acknowledged and grappled with given the racial history of ethnographic 
collections in the country. 
The majority of beadwork acquired for the Standard Bank Collection, and on 
display in Ten Years of Collecting, was of mid-twentieth century manufacture, dating 
from the 1950s to the present. As discussed in Chapter One, large quantities of beadwork 
were taken out of the country during the colonial period by European missionaries, 
administrators, and military personnel, making older forms inaccessible and unaffordable 
for many South African-based collectors and museums. The Standard Bank Collection 
held only a few examples of early nineteenth-century beadwork, so for reasons practical 
and financial, Wits centralized more recent adaptations of beadwork. Significantly, the 
emphasis on the twentieth century distinguished Wits’ collecting practices from the 




collections dated much earlier. Consequently, much of the beadwork on display in Ten 
Years of Collecting reflected processes of urbanization and industrialization, the impact 
of the migrant labor system, such necessary innovations by rural black women as the use 
of manufactured materials like plastic beads and pearl buttons, and the influence of 
contemporary urban art markets. Examples of these innovations in the exhibition have 
come through the growth of tourist trades and the introduction of new materials, such as 
the example of Tsonga-Shangana minceka cloths made of beads, safety pins, and wool, 
which became fashionable for women in the 1950s and are still worn in novel patterns 
and colors today illustrated in the detail of a nceka illustrated in Figure 2.2.229  
South African beadwork inherently repudiates ideas of so-called tradition and 
authenticity as emanating from a timeless past prior to European contact, concepts 
problematized by Kasfir, and Steiner. While beadwork is made and used by most black 
South African societies, the majority of beadwork collected, and the types of beadwork 
acquired by Wits, developed through the introduction of glass beads by European traders 
across the region in the early nineteenth century, and in some areas as early as the 
sixteenth century. Rayda Becker and Anitra Nettleton write in their catalog essay on 
Tsonga-Shangana beadwork that, “[a]s early as 1544, Lourenco Marques reported that 
‘for the sum of a few beads … valuable cargoes of ivory could be purchased.’ ”230 Diane 
Levy further postulates in her contributing essay on Ndebele beadwork that both 
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historical and contemporary factors have contributed to, and continue to determine, the 
aesthetic and social meaning of beadwork made by isiNdebele-speaking women. Levy 
observes that some of the most iconic Ndebele beadwork designs — the use of vibrant 
colors and such modern motifs from everyday life such as houses, telephone poles, and 
airplanes — emerged after 1940 as self-expressions of amaNdebele identity.231 Kasfir 
observes that besides adapting to cultural changes, African objects also migrated through 
the different classificatory systems of museums, such as from the ethnographic museum 
to the art museum.232 The intricate and complex forms of South African beadwork 
highlighted in Ten Years of Collecting similarly passed through previous translations — 
from evidence of the primitive ‘Other’ in the collections of colonial missionaries and 
administrators to being regarded as ethnographic specimens by early anthropologists. 
Through its display in the Wits Art Galleries, beadwork took on additional meaning as 
decontextualized art objects, revered solely for its formal beauty and visual complexity.  
A comparison between the Ndebele beaded Liphotho and a Zulu Iwaistikoti, or 
beaded waistcoat acquired by Wits in 1979 and 1986 respectively, points to the difficulty 
in determining distinctly traditional beadwork styles in the Wits collections.233 Seen in 
Figure 1.1, the undated Liphotho, whose maker is unrecorded, is made of glass beads 
sewn on hide. As Nettleton has postulated, the supply of needles and threads brought by 
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European missionaries also influenced the introduction of new beading techniques and 
styles.234 In this example, blue and green triangular shapes dominate the upper region of 
the apron, surrounded by a white beaded border. A central band features a geometric 
pattern that has become emblematic of beadwork made by isiNdebele-speaking women. 
Presented to the Wits Art Galleries by the private collector André de Wet, it displays a 
patina, suggestive of use and age, and an iconic Ndebele design. These qualities may 
have conformed to de Wet’s aesthetic preferences, which he may have viewed as 
exemplary of Ndebele beadwork designs – in this case an apron, a form of beadwork 
widely worn by isiNdebele-speaking woman. In the context of de Wet’s private 
collection and Wits’ public one, the Liphotho is distinct yet familiar, belonging to an 
identifiable beaded apron style of the sort produced by a particular cultural group, yet 
aesthetically unique to its maker who remains anonymous and unknown. The apron as a 
garment becomes an inanimate object, voided of its function and wearability, and 
reclassified as art in a collection of similar types of objects.  
By comparison, the Iwaistikoti (c. 1970s) represents a more discernible break 
from and adaptations of so-called traditional styles. Beaded waistcoats, such as that 
illustrated in Figure 2.3, were made by isiZulu-speaking women for married men by 
taking a manufactured, European-style vest and covering the front, and sometimes the 
back, with intricate patterns of beadwork.235 Researchers of South African beadwork 
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have theorized that this style of dress developed out of the oppressive conditions of the 
migrant labor system of apartheid. Under apartheid law, rural men were prohibited from 
wearing traditional clothing in urban areas, and consequently adapted and modified 
European forms of dress adorned with beadwork and other ornamentation as an 
expression of their ‘ethnic’ identity.236 As Nettleton argues in a 2014 essay, “[t]he fact 
that the making and wearing of beadwork functioned as an index of ‘ethnic’ identity, 
largely in the period of white settlement and the growth of urban styles of life among 
black people, is significant in the construction of beadwork as a black ‘tradition.’ ”237 
Beadwork functioned both as a marker of ethnic difference between black South Africans 
and white settlers and as an “expression of ethnic belonging” by the makers and wearers 
of beadwork.238  
Ten Years of Collecting included examples of South African beadwork that were 
representative of contemporaryf aesthetic inventions, such as the Iwaistikoti. More recent 
scholarship, such as Nettleton’s, have illuminated how makers and wearers of beadwork 
have used, and continue to use, beaded clothing as signifiers of cultural identity in the 
face of apartheid. The extreme poverty in rural areas and lack of economic opportunities 
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for women in the apartheid-created “homelands,” such as the case study of KwaNdebele 
examined by Levy in her catalog essay, prompted many isiNdebele-speaking women in 
the 1970s and 1980s to seek out new markets for their beadwork that included white 
tourists and art collectors.239 The grouping of three brightly beaded dolls, made by 
isiNdebele-speaking women, illustrated in the exhibition catalog (Figure 2.4) and 
included in the exhibition, served as an example of the many variations of beaded dolls 
used in local contexts and sold in urban markets that updated traditional forms to new 
beadwork designs. But as Kasfir astutely observes in regard to tourist art, “[w]ithout 
Western patronage, it would not exist.”240 The increase in market demand for types of 
beadwork that collectors perceived as belonging to disappearing traditions resonates with 
what James Clifford describes as the Western desire “to rescue something ‘authentic’ out 
of destructive historical changes.”241 Because of the market for so-called authentic 
beadwork styles, black women reproduced, or made copies of, beaded items made for 
local use, such as aprons and blankets, explicitly for sale to external buyers. Although 
Nettleton and Levy’s catalog essays allude to the relationship between beadwork style 
and identity, the gallery exhibition did not contextualize beadwork in the construction of 
ethnic identity by those who produced or wore it. Nor did the exhibition examine the 
politics in the provenance of beadwork or the devastating economic conditions under 
which black women sold it to survive. Rather, it’s inclusion aimed to shift  
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preconceptions of beadwork as merely craft, placing it firmly into the realm of art, and to 
insert beadwork resolutely in the art historical narrative of the Standard Bank Collection.   
Kasfir, Steiner, and Shiner have examined the significance of tourist and 
commercial art created by African artists for white art markets in relationship to Euro-
American conceptions of authenticity in African art. Kasfir describes the common view 
by collectors of tourist art as a “subversion of authenticity,” going so far as to suggest 
that objects made for the tourist trade, such as carved wooden animals sold at roadside 
stalls, represented “decay” or even the “death” of authentic African art.242 Larry Shiner 
similarly observes that “artifacts which members of small-scale societies make to be sold 
for purposes of primarily visual appreciation are scorned as either fakes or tourist art.”243 
Shiner also describes the mutually dependent cycle of supply and demand in the 
development of crafted objects for tourist markets. The elevation of African objects to the 
status of art precipitated demand for authentic African art by museums and collectors 
that, in turn, spurred the production of African art for white art markets.244 African artists 
fulfilled Euro-American demands and desires for so-called authentic African art by 
creating fakes and copies, in some cases even replicating the patina of use and age 
fetishized by collectors and museums, subverting Euro-American notions of authenticity 
as a means of economic gain.  
In South Africa, the complex relationship between producers and collectors of 
beadwork, particularly the desire for authentic items, at times reproduced the exploitation 
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of labor and economic oppression of the apartheid system. In an article for the South 
African newspaper, Weekly Mail, Hazel Friedman observes the potentially destructive 
effects of the growing demand for “ethnic art” in South Africa in the 1980sf, along with 
the resultant supply of beadwork in commercial markets. Friedman writes, “[t]he effects 
of mass production are becoming evident with assembly-line objects modelled on ethnic 
prototypes flooding the market.”245 She uses the example of a number of Ndebele fertility 
dolls, similar to the dolls illustrated in Figure 2.4, that were sold in galleries in the mid-
1980s. Purchasers of these dolls believed them to be authentic, but it was later revealed 
that they were commissioned by a white dealer and deceptively labeled as “authentic 
traditional” objects. In the eyes of consumers, the dolls became “inauthentic” variations 
because they were not actually used by their makers in so-called traditional settings.246 
The steady growth in the market for beadwork in the 1980s also obscured its destructive 
potential and the exploitation of beadwork artists by white dealers, collectors, craft 
guilds, and independent organizations, who often provided little financial compensation 
even though artists relied upon white patronage and art markets to survive.247  
Even so, Wits sought to break down rigid categories of beadwork by acquiring 
older and recent examples in a range of styles and materials and acquired from different 
sources, including private donors, commercial galleries, and tourist markets. Wits 
curators arranged beadwork in planning drawers and cases according to formal types, 
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such as aprons, skirts, and neck ornaments. Viewers were therefore directed to make 
comparisons between beadwork styles, comparing patterns, colors, and kinds of beads 
that have developed over time. Clothing, including beaded dresses, Zulu skirts, and 
Tsonga wraparound cloths, were displayed in glass cabinets. The display of beadwork in 
Ten Years of Collecting separated its political meaning from its status as art. Nonetheless, 
the Wits Art Galleries were among the first institutions to legitimize the aesthetic value of 
all types of beadwork as art, collecting and exhibiting both historical and contemporary 
types as aesthetic counterparts. The foresight of Wits curators and academics not only 
underscored the historical significance of beadwork as crucial part of South African 
artistic heritage, but also acknowledged the cultural relevance and impact of more recent 
styles, including mass-produced forms. By recuperating beadwork from the racialized 
margins of rural craft, Wits curators enacted a progressive and antiapartheid agenda 
toward what was or was not considered art in the context of late-apartheid South Africa. 
 
Contested Ideas of Transitional Art 
In 1978, the Wits Art Galleries acquired a series of four matano figures by the 
rural Venda artist Nelson Mukhuba, which were shown in Ten Years of Collecting248 (See 
Figure 1.9). Carved from single pieces of soft wood, Mukhuba’s matano figures were 
originally made for use by the Venda Chiefs of Phiphidi and Lwamondo in the Domba, 
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the final phase of the Venda female initiation school.249 On the back of one figure, 
Mukhuba inscribed his name, “Tshakhuma—26-10-74, Mukhuba, Nelson,” as a self-
reflexive gesture indicating his intention of selling his ceremonial objects as art.250 
Mukhuba made little distinction between the figures he carved for his local community 
and the sculptures he sold to white art collectors in South Africa.251 Similar to the 
necessity of contemporary isiNdebele-speaking beadwork artists who made copies of so-
called traditional items, such as dolls, for the tourist trade, Mukhuba exploited the 
different contexts and demands for his sculpture. Wits curators labeled artworks like 
Mukhuba’s sculptures as transitional art to denote its transition from use-value to art-
value; that is, from local consumption to display in art galleries and exhibitions, and sale 
to private collectors. In the context of the Standard Bank Collection, transitional art was 
simultaneously contemporary and traditional, aesthetic and utilitarian, original and a 
copy, secular and ceremonial.  
The term transitional art was widely adopted by the South African art market and 
exhibition curators in the 1980s and served different curatorial objectives. Broadly 
defined, transitional art designated contemporary works created by self-taught rural and 
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urban artists that were explicitly made for white art markets but demonstrated to white 
cultural authority a naivete and a discernable ‘African’ aesthetic. Rough-hewn figurative 
wood-carvings by sculptors like Mukhuba, for example, maintained a basis in the 
materials and techniques typical of their rural cultural practices but also met the aesthetic 
criteria of modernist high art, such as free-standing, figurative sculpture. But as 
transitional art gained traction in South African art discourses, Wits curators 
paradoxically rejected its more common usage and justified, and thereby differentiated, 
their own application of the term to describe artworks in the Standard Bank Collection. 
As Nettleton stated, the works of transitional artists “came into the collection to expand 
our understanding of what African art is.”252 In other exhibitions of this period, 
transitional artists were assimilated into discourses of contemporary and modern art and 
juxtaposed with the work of black artists using fine art idioms. In Ten Years of 
Collecting, on the other hand, transitional art demonstrated the continuity of so-called 
traditional art practices that conceptually fit within the collecting parameters of the 
Standard Bank Collection. 
The term “transitional art” was introduced by British anthropologist Nelson 
Graburn in the 1970s to describe new artistic approaches taken by indigenous 
populations, such as in Inuit and Aboriginal art, which he pejoratively referred to as 
“tourist art” or “souvenir art.”253 The first use of the term in South Africa can be traced to 
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1978 in the founding Deed of Trust document between Wits and the Standard Bank, 
which stipulated the goals of the Standard Bank Collection “to include forms of art 
transitional between traditional or tribal art and the modern art forms of current African 
societies.”254 Under the transitional rubric, Wits curators began to acquire more recently 
produced black South African art, many works by named South African artists, perceived 
as grounded in historical forms or techniques, such as wood-carving and clay-working, 
but influenced by urbanization, industrialization, and new economic opportunities such as 
the tourist trade.  
Writing on postcolonial African artwork in his seminal text, In My Father’s 
House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture, cultural theorist Kwame Anthony Appiah 
applies the term “neotraditional” to a genre of African art produced in the postcolonial 
period for sale to European markets, although not exclusively. Similar to the types of 
artworks labeled transitional in South Africa, Appiah’s conceptualization of the 
neotraditional articulates precolonial methods that are supposedly traditional, such as 
wood-carving. These artworks are “neo” because they exhibit “elements that are 
recognizably from the colonial or postcolonial in reference,” and have been made for 
European and American tourists or collectors, and also acquired by museums.255 The 
neotraditional artwork is not, as Appiah clarifies, a conscious critique of colonialism or 
postcolonialism by African artists, but rather illustrative of their experiences of “passing 
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through” colonialism into the postcolonial.256 The neotraditional is an expression of  
visual solidarity with objects made exclusively for internal ceremonial and everyday 
purposes yet expressive of cultural change. Whereas Appiah’s notion of the 
neotraditional risks imposing another system of classification upon African art forms, he 
importantly contends that the neotraditional does not exist as “other” to African cultural 
identity. 257 The neotraditional is an artistic response to the changing African landscape: 
to modernization, urbanization, and the introduction of new commercial markets brought 
about by colonialism and absorbed into African postcolonial societies.  
Due to the prevailing systemic racial oppression of apartheid, black South 
Africans were not able to fully realize a post-colonial South African identity similar to 
their compatriots in other newly independent African nations. As applied to the South 
African context, Appiah’s notion of  the “neotraditional” more usefully illustrates the 
ways in which black South African artists “passed through” the changing economic, 
cultural, and political conditions of apartheid to which their creations responded. 
Examples acquired by Wits between 1978 and the mid-1980s defined as transitional, and 
which can be understood along Appiah’s conception of the neotraditional, included 
wood-carvings by named rural black artists, such as that of Mukhuba, as well as more 
categorically ambiguous works, such as a carved wooden car by Austin Hleza; a windmill 
made from galvanized wire and airplanes and cars crafted from tin and scrap metal by 
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Durban-based artist Titus Moteyane; and other types of whimsical sculptures sold in 
roadside stalls and craft markets. 
In her essay, “Transitional Sculpture,” in the Ten Years of Collecting catalog, 
Elizabeth Dell clarifies the term’s usage in the Standard Bank Collections. By applying 
the term transitional to certain types of art objects in Ten Years of Collecting, Wits 
curators referred to artistic developments that resulted from shifts in market status, forms 
of patronage, and “changing consumer attitudes,” rather than as a stylistic or conceptual 
descriptor.258 Dell cites Nettleton, who states: 
In defining the category ‘transitional art’ for the University Art Galleries, we 
attempted to isolate those objects which had some basis in historical forms and 
techniques such as clay or wooden figure sculpture, but which were produced for 
sale in markets other than the traditional local ones.259 
 
By “adhering to notions of development,” Wits curators countered the assumption 
that black South African cultures were static and unchanging, and their own collecting 
practices reflected these shifts.260 Transitional art, which semantically implies movement 
from one state to another, represented the progression of certain forms of black art from 
use to aesthetic value, from less to more sophisticated, and from “unconscious to 
conscious art.”261 Unlike the JAG collections, the Standard Bank Collection held fewer 
examples of modern and contemporary black fine art. Transitional art enabled Wits 
curators to represent contemporary art forms in the Standard Bank Collection and to 
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establish continuities and ruptures in the art of black South African artists from the early 
twentieth century to the present. 
The inclusion of transitional artists in the reparatory narratives of exhibition 
surveys of black South African art in the 1980s pointed to the assimilation of rural artists 
into varied contemporary art discourses and different thematic contexts. In exhibitions 
such as The Neglected Tradition: Towards a New History of South African Art (1930-
1988) and Images of Wood: Aspects of the History of Sculpture in 20th-century South 
Africa, also held at JAG in 1989 (Figure 2.5) and guest curated by Elizabeth Rankin, 
Head of Department of History of Art at Wits, transitional art referred primarily to 
figurative sculpture by a group of rural wood-carvers from the Northern Transvaal (what 
is today Limpopo Province). This group of artists notably included Nelson Mukhuba, 
Johannes Maswanganyi, Jackson Hlungwani, Doc Phutuma Seoka, Noria Mabasa (the 
only woman in the group), and others, who gained visibility in the 1980s following Ricky 
Burnett’s exhibition, Tributaries, in 1985.262 As South African artist and writer Gavin 
Younge writes in his book, Art of the South African Townships, “when the work of a few 
artists who lived in the rural areas was first exhibited in Johannesburg in 1985 many 
believed that a new art form had been discovered.”263 The work of transitional artists 
enabled white curators to establish a linear chronology in the development of black art 
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from the early part of the century to the present. This was an explicit curatorial strategy in 
The Neglected Tradition (Figure 2.6). The exhibition’s guest curator, Stephen Sack, 
reconstructed an artistic lineage of black South African modern art — from the early 
black “Pioneer” painters to the “New Generation” of artists and sculptors that was 
inclusive of rural wood-carvers.  
Underpinning the “discovery” of certain transitional artists and artworks in 
exhibitions of this period was the enduring colonialist notion of the ethnographic present. 
As problematized by cultural theorist James Clifford and others in anthropological 
writings of the early to mid-twentieth century, the ethnographic present conveyed the 
view of African societies as synchronic and culturally bound.264 Although transitional art 
was considered contemporary, it was often delimited by a narrowly defined conceptual 
and aesthetic framework rooted in traditional aesthetic norms. In an entry in Art of the 
South African Townships on the large motor vehicles and airplanes created by the artist 
Titus Moteyane, Younge remarks that in spite of the artist’s market success, Moteyane no 
longer had “the inner resources to remain a child and he has stopped making things.”265 
(Figure 2.7) While Moteyane’s biography does not clarify Younge’s comment, it 
characterizes the at times paternalistic views of the white art establishment toward the 
work of black artists. It also expresses the expectation placed upon many black artists to 
stay within the limits of an identifiable representative style that appeared to be in keeping 
with their rural biographies and so-called artistic traditions in order to remain successful 
	
264 See James Clifford, “On Ethnographic Authority,” Representations, No. 2 (Spring 1983), 118-
146 




in the art market.266 Black artists, especially those residing in rural areas, were afforded 
fewer opportunities by the art world to explore narratives that did not directly correspond 
to their race, ethnicity, or socio-economic status.  
However, some South African writers and artists criticized the patronizing tone of 
the term transitional. Critic Colin Richards wrote in a column in the Johannesburg 
newspaper, Weekly Mail, about the popular novelty of transitional art. He writes in 1987, 
“As commodity, transitional promises the possibility of a take-away African spirit for the 
culturally needy.”267 By this statement, Richards implies that some white collectors and 
curators assumed black artists instinctively created art reflecting their African heritage 
rather than possessing the intellectual ability to explore broader socio-political or 
economic concerns. Artist and poet Matsemela Manaka further argues in his book, 
Echoes of African Art, “The use of this term [transitional] is problematic in the sense that 
all artists are transitional because of the eclectic nature of art.”268 Accordingly, the carved 
wood figurative sculptures of white, academically trained South African artist Claudette 
Schreuders, for example, were not considered transitional even though she used similar 
materials and techniques (Figure 2.8).  
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 For her part, Nettleton also took a critical position toward mainstream definitions 
of transitional art in her 1988 article, “Myth of the Transitional: Black Artists and White 
Markets in South Africa.” Nettleton criticized the motivations of collectors and other 
curators:  
The tendency for the largely rurally based artists to be treated as second-class, less 
sophisticated communicators than trained, urban artists can only be seen as a 
reinforcement of current socio-economic and political structures in South Africa. 
A situation, which parallels the classic structuralist culture/nature opposition, is 
perpetuated, where we are subliminally enticed into a kind of primitive exoticism 
which most educated African artists are seeking to avoid.269 
 
Nettleton argues that the market success of transitional art in the 1980s reduced the 
creativity of rural artists to its most essential form, further perpetuated by the structural 
racism of apartheid that perceived rural black artists as artistically naive. However, 
Nettleton does not direct this criticism towards the Wits collections. Nettleton’s critique 
resides in the ways transitional art was evaluated by other curators and collectors 
according to modernist aesthetic paradigms and subsequently subsumed under discourses 
of fine art: a clear strategy of both Tributaries and The Neglected Tradition. According to 
Nettleton, the wholesale assimilation of transitional art into discourses of fine art by 
white curators and collectors undermined the artistic agency and the varied contexts and 
meanings of the work of self-taught rural and urban artists. She further states, “However, 
contrary to appearances, the traditional base of the work of some of these individuals may 
be minimal, and most of them very quickly became aware of the possibility of exploiting 
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the market.”270 Paradoxically, Nettleton and Wits curators did not view the collection and 
display of contemporary beadwork as similarly problematic. Even though some types 
could be defined under the rubric of transitional art, beadwork was still broadly 
associated with use value and the styles circulating within art markets were produced in 
artist collectives where makers were not individually recognized. But in problematizing 
the commodification of transitional art in 1988, Nettleton’s claims also served to validate 
Wits’ own use of the term in 1989.  
The designation of works of art as transitional in Ten Years of Collecting aimed to 
expand classifications of black South African art and to show contemporary adaptations 
and ruptures of traditional art forms, rather than to insert individual black artists into art-
historical canons. In this way, Wits curators sought to distinguish their collecting and 
exhibitions from other institutions, and to legitimize the mission of the Standard Bank 
Collection, which reflected the objective (amended in 2004) to preserve the “continuation 
and transformation of traditions of artmaking in Africa.”271 In Ten Years of Collecting, 
Nelson Mukhuba’s matano figures were placed in the upper-level gallery in proximity to 
older Pedi and Tsonga carved initiation figures, such as illustrated in Figure 2.9, and the 
figurative sculpture of other transitional artists including Johannes Maswanganyi, Noria 
Mabasa, Doc Phutuma Seoka, and Albert Chauke. Praising the exhibition, Rose Korber 
further writes in her review in the Vleende Springbok, “What distinguished this exhibition 
from many other shows of its kind was the intelligent and provocative way in which the 
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works had been arranged by the Gertrude Posel curator, Dr. Rayda Becker.”272 In the 
gallery display, the works of named rural artists could be interpreted by viewers as of the 
same aesthetic order as older initiation figures, and the anonymous producers of 
contemporary beadwork, textiles, or pottery who also made work for sale to commercial 
markets.  
 There is a paradox between the limits placed upon black artists and their 
celebrated entry into white art markets and the urgency with which their work served the 
transformation agendas of art institutions. The white art markets of the 1980s 
enthusiastically embraced the art of informally trained urban and rural artists, and to a 
certain extent, prescribed the content of their work. White patronage had supported the 
artistic labor of self-taught black artists since the 1920s, when craftspeople made and sold 
their wares in curio shops to white South Africans and tourists. For some practitioners, 
newly introduced to the mechanisms of approval of the white art world, the art market 
afforded black artists entry into that world while also providing income from artwork 
sales.273  
As economic opportunities expanded, many black artists (whether consciously or 
not) catered to the tastes of white buyers.274 An example from Australia proves helpful 
for this analysis. While discussing paintings by the indigenous Pintupi — also described 
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as “transitional” or “hybrid art” — anthropologist Fred Myers observes that their 
production for sale in white tourist markets in Australia and elsewhere was itself a 
collaborative production of “Aboriginal cultural and ethnic identity within a white-
dominated society.”275 But as Kwame Anthony Appiah underscores regarding 
“neotraditional” African artworks, it doesn’t matter who the work is made for or the 
market structures that support it; the artists did not separate their art from their economic 
needs.276 The entry of artists designated as transitional in the exhibitions and art markets 
of 1980 South Africa, and the subsequent market success of their work, was predicated 
on the legibility of the artists’ rural biographies and ethnic identities by white buyers and 
curators, which were also exploited for economic gain by the artists themselves as an act 
of agency.277  
Artworks labeled transitional in exhibitions of the 1980s, including Ten Years of 
Collecting, interpreted the work of urban and rural self-taught artists within a prescribed 
cultural framework — whether it be through associations with so-called traditional art or 
appearances as contemporary fine art. The term encompassed the tension between 
preconceptions of use-value and aesthetic value, as well as the often illusory distinctions 
between fine art and craft. And while the term transitional gradually fell out of use — 
Wits later replaced it with the term,  “contemporary traditional” to describe the same 
work — the category was nevertheless central to the initial categorization of certain 
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artworks and artists in Ten Years of Collecting, as well as indicative of the prescience of 
Wits’ to include these works in their collecting.  
 
African Art in South Africa: West and Central African Art 
Ten Years of Collecting reflected a major shift in the Standard Bank Collection 
acquisitions policy in the mid-1980s. The revised mandate specified the purchase of 
artwork exclusively from the southern African region, which also encompassed Namibia, 
Zimbabwe, Botswana, Mozambique, and Zambia. The inclusion of historical West and 
Central African objects in Ten Years of Collecting at this pivotal stage in the history of 
the Standard Bank Collection therefore necessitates closer examination. West and Central 
African art objects were incorporated into the exhibition not simply to showcase the 
geographical scope and cultural breadth of the Standard Bank Collection. Instead, the 
inclusion of carved wood masks and figures from other parts of Africa conveyed a 
different political aim: to establish an aesthetic and cultural kinship with postcolonial 
African nations at a time of increased political violence against black South Africans by 
the apartheid state, and the country’s political and cultural isolation from the rest of the 
continent.  
This decision to reevaluate Wits’ founding collecting policies was both pragmatic 
and ideological. As discussed in Chapter One of this dissertation, the Standard Bank 
Collection initially adhered to the canon of African art as defined by scholars and 
museums in Europe and the United States, which privileged West and Central African 




Galleries held annual exhibitions of African art, the first of which was titled African 
Tribal Sculpture. South African art purchased for the Standard Bank Collection in the 
first years of collecting adhered to the stylistic and formal criteria of West and Central 
African sculpture and predominantly consisted of carved wooden figures made and used 
primarily in initiation contexts. From a financial standpoint, the rising prices of West and 
Central African artworks in European auction houses ultimately made acquisitions of 
those works cost-prohibitive for Wits. And with the concurrent instability of the South 
African economy and the low value of the South African Rand, Wits curators understood 
the real possibility of southern African artworks falling into the hands of foreign 
collectors. Yet even in 1986, an exhibition and accompanying catalog of the art 
collections at Wits illustrated a greater emphasis on West and Central African areas, even 
though acquisitions from southern Africa had expanded at that stage.  
By 1989, the collecting emphasis had moved away from canonical West and 
Central African sculpture as the racial politics of late apartheid necessitated the re-
evaluation of the nation’s art histories to be more inclusive of black South African art 
forms. In Ten Years of Collecting, West and Central African textiles, masks, and 
figurative sculptures were displayed separately in the lower level of the Gertrude Posel 
Gallery along with several South African drums. The addition of West and Central 
African art objects that more clearly illustrated functionality and a connection to 
ceremony or ritual further differentiated Ten Years of Collecting from other exhibitions in 
this period. Yet the presence of historical West and Central African art in the exhibition 




were placed in the gallery in order to maintain connections to African cultural practices, 
concepts of community, and applications of use-value. 
Ten Years of Collecting also differed conceptually from Wits’ previous 
exhibitions of African art. The exhibition eschewed superficial stylistic and material 
relationships among West, Central, and South African artworks in favor of nuanced 
patterns of cultural exchange, aesthetic kinship, and shared systems of belief between 
regions. For example, Nettleton stated in regard to Wits’ extensive collection of 
headrests, “It is now possible for us to place headrests in the context of Ethiopian, 
Kenyan, Tanzanian, Malawian, Congolese, Angolan, and Mozambiquan forms.”278 In 
current reparational discourses within cultural institutions and debates around national 
cultural identity, examinations of the complex and aesthetically rich networks of 
exchange within other African regions were relevant to histories of South African art. 
Although Ten Years of Collecting emphasized South Africa, the Standard Bank 
Collection was still, in fact, a collection that spanned the entire continent.  
 
Divergent Narratives of Black South African Art: The Wits Art Galleries and the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery 
  
By 1989, other institutions commenced collections of so-called traditional South 
African art, notably the Johannesburg Art Gallery, located in proximity to Wits in Joubert 
Park in downtown Johannesburg. Seminal exhibitions presented at JAG, including The 
Neglected Tradition: Towards a New Art History of South African Art (1930-1988), and 
	




Images of Wood: Aspects of the History of Sculpture in 20th Century South Africa, guest-
curated by Steven Sack in 1988 and Elizabeth Rankin in 1989 respectively, were framed 
within a specific understanding of fine art in keeping with JAG’s historical mission as a 
repository of high culture (see Figures 2.6 and 2.5). Following Steiner’s and Forni’s 
conception of the “ego-system” to describe power structures and cultural authority in the 
construction of dominant discourses of African art history, a comparison between 
exhibitions at Wits and JAG in the late 1980s reveals the development of contrasting 
narratives of black South African art. Moreover, it also lays bare the problems inherent in 
the cultural positioning of the fine art media by black artists in exhibitions and the 
exaltation of named black South African artists by museum curators as part of 
institutional strategies of redress. 
In her critical analysis of the art historical writing on black modern artists in this 
period, South African art historian Lize van Robbroeck argues that critical attempts to 
frame and categorize early and later generations of black South African modernists 
exposed “the white perception of African cultural modernity as a dangerously grey 
‘undecidable.’ ” 279 The work of black artists using fine-art idioms challenged the 
exclusive claims of high white culture and introduced, as Robbroeck further argues, “an 
uncomfortable difference and even less digestible sameness.”280 The preconception that 
Euro-American artistic traditions somehow degraded the authenticity of the work of 
black South African artists reflected similar attitudes held by museums and scholars of 
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so-called traditional African art in the United States and Europe, which also viewed the 
influence of white European culture as corruptive to ideas of authenticity. Anthropologist 
Elizabeth Davis observes that two categories of objects — artistic masterpieces and 
cultural artifacts — “are subjected to valuation as authentic or inauthentic …. For cultural 
artifacts, value derives from age and exoticism: the less influenced by the ‘modern’ west 
an object appears to be, the more authentic it is judged to be.”281 Contrasting ideas of 
what constitutes a history of black South African art and what is considered a valid 
expression of black South African artistic identity were taken up by curators in 
exhibitions held at Wits and JAG between 1988 and 1991. 
In the essay “Collections, Exhibitions and Histories: Constructing a New South 
African Art History,” published in 1995, Anitra Nettleton examines the exhibition and 
collecting strategies undertaken by Wits since 1979 and the first initiatives of the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Nettleton’s essay illuminates 
how Wits and JAG curators employed taxonomic distinctions of black art to assert and 
differentiate their respective political positions, institutional collecting practices, and 
transformation agendas. While acknowledging the important contributions shows at JAG 
made toward a more inclusive canon of South African art, Nettleton critiqued their Euro-
American and modernist approach. Referring to The Neglected Tradition presented at 
JAG in 1988, Nettleton summarizes, “The artists were almost twentieth-century 
practitioners working for a market catering for largely white patrons. While the 
exhibition’s purpose was essentially reparatory, it was nevertheless framed within a 
	




specifically Modern, ‘Western’ understanding of art.”282 In further reference to Images of 
Wood held at JAG the following year, Nettleton also pointedly argues that the exhibition 
undeniably followed “Western art history’s penchant to create ‘masters’ and 
‘masterpieces’ against which to measure other artists and other pieces.”283 Although 
Nettleton’s evaluation is directed toward the framing of black South African art within 
what she viewed as an explicit Euro-American perspective by JAG curators, it 
nevertheless discounted the agency of black South African artists in their own creative 
process and in the idioms in which they choose to work.284  
Moreover, Nettleton’s essay also did not mention the equally problematic practice 
of displaying African art by anonymous artists, which was often the case in historical 
collections of South African art due to the lack of provenance and the unethical means by 
which European colonizers, missionaries, and collectors acquired South African objects. 
Further muddying distinctions between artists working in fine-art idioms and those using 
so-called traditional art forms, both JAG and the Wits Art Galleries’ exhibitions included 
artworks by named rural artists, such as Nelson Mukhuba and Johannes Maswanganyi. 
As discussed, the approach taken in Ten Years of Collecting positioned these artists in 
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relation to tradition, community, and artistic heritage, while JAG’s exhibitions placed 
them in the context of histories of modern art, rather than either of these shows positing a 
broader and more complex idea of black South African art that may have challenged 
these ideas.285  
Moreover, while Nettleton admitted that “in the mode of the art display [of Ten 
Years Collecting], there was very little contextualization of the artworks on view,” she 
did not directly associate its display with a similar Euro-American and modernist 
understandings of art.286 Wits curators relied upon the decontextualization of African art 
in order to draw out its formal and aesthetic qualities to counter racialized biases 
associated with function and utility. Wits modeled its display practices on exhibitions of 
African art in the United States and Europe that used the display conventions of fine art 
as a mediating framework to elevate African objects to the status of art.287 Describing Ten 
Years of Collecting, Rayda Becker states, “We have tried to come to terms with some of 
these issues [on divisions between art and ethnography] by acknowledging that this is an 
art gallery, and art galleries tend to show their material in different ways from 
anthropologists and natural history museums.”288 In Wits’ Department of History of Art, 
revisionist understandings of Western art history and methods led to the introduction of 
critical art histories in its curricula — i.e., Marxist and feminist methodologies — which 
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may have influenced a more complex understanding of African art by Wits curators.289 
Wits curators later experimented with display formats, thematic contexts, and the 
conceptual framing of exhibitions of the Standard Bank Collection in the 1990s and 
2000s that addressed a limited reading of African art solely based on the formal and 
aesthetic qualities of its previous exhibitions. One such example is the exhibition 
Convention, Context, and Change in 1991, which borrowed heavily from Susan Vogel’s 
experimental and provocative exhibition Art/Artifact, held in 1988 at the Center for 
African Art in New York, to critique the problematic framing device of the art gallery in 
the display of African art. 
 In the mid 1980s, JAG commenced its own collection of traditional South African 
art, illuminating not only how Wits and JAG responded differently to changing colonial 
and apartheid museum histories but also to how their respective donor networks shaped 
their collecting. In 1987, JAG acquired approximately 114 headrests from the Jacques 
Collection, part of a larger collection of black South African art assembled by the Swiss 
missionary, Reverend A. A. Jacques, over a 15-year period beginning in mid-1920s. Until 
its acquisition by JAG, the Jacques collection had languished on long-term loan since the 
1950s to the Africana Museum in Johannesburg.290 Christopher Till, appointed Director 
	
289 In the mid-1980s, Wits’ Department of History of Art questioned the survey method and 
“developmental” approaches to art history, and the teachings of the “new” art history became 
more influential.  
290 The Africana Museum was a museum of material culture, founded in the early 1930s, that 
originally collected white cultural artifacts, such as currency, books, and letters. The museum 
began to collect African artifacts in the late 1930s. The Jacques Collection was not owned by the 
Africana Museum and, at one point, the collection was to be sold overseas. In order to save the 
collection from leaving the country, the Jacques Collection was purchased by the Anglo-




of JAG in 1983, expressed that it was a grave omission that such a major South African 
art museum had no significant collections of traditional South African art, and was 
therefore unrepresentative of the majority of people in the country.291 Nessa Liebhammer, 
former Curator of the Traditional Southern African Collections at JAG, further reflected 
that under Till’s direction, JAG began to purposefully collect traditional South African 
art. JAG’s focus on southern Africa was, in part, due to the prohibitive cost of “top-
quality authentic works from West and Central Africa,” which JAG understood as 
already represented in the Wits collections.292 Till negotiated the movement of the 
Jacques Collection from the anthropological context of the Africana Museum to the fine 
art museum, signaling JAG’s desire to retroactively collect an unbroken history of black 
South African art — from traditional to modern to contemporary — historically omitted 
from its permanent collections. 
 JAG sought to distinguish its newly initiated collecting practices from Wits in 
another way.293 JAG followed the Jacques Collection with its 1989 acquisition of the 
Brenthurst Collection: a large assemblage of over 800 pieces of historical southern 
	
291 Nessa Liebhammer, “Negotiating a South African Inheritance: Nineteenth and Early 
Twentieth Century traditional art Collections at the Johannesburg Art Gallery,” in Tribing and 
Untribing the Archive, eds. Carolyn Hamilton and Nessa Liebhammer (Pietermarizburg, South 
Africa: University of Kwa-Zulu Natal Press, 2016), 59. 
292 Ibid., 60. 
293 There were conversations between JAG and Wits, after JAG began to collect traditional art, 
with the purpose of avoiding duplication of the Wits’ collections, although it was not always 
possible (Rayda Becker, interview with the author, July 21, 2016). Nessa Liebhammer, former 
Curator of the Traditional South African Collection at JAG, states that at the time JAG began to 
collect, they could not compete with the pan-African focus of Wits (Nessa Liebhammer, 
interview with the author, May 15, 2018). See also Julia Charlton, “What’s in the Storerooms” in 
Activate/Captivate: Collections Re-Engagement at Wits Art Museum, eds. Laura de Becker and 




African art gathered by the ex-South African, London-based African art collector 
Jonathan Lowen.294 The collection was not purchased, but rather placed on permanent 
loan to the museum and was the subject of a large exhibition, entitled Art & Ambiguity: 
Perspectives on the Brenthurst Collection of Southern African Art, held at JAG in 1991. 
In a December 1984 letter to Christopher Till, Lowen asserts the historical importance of 
his collection: 
I believe in this collection as a mirror of the past. As an essential voice to South 
Africa’s black people from their Ancestors, expressing confidence and dignity. As 
a reminder to South Africa’s white people that there was, and is, something to 
respect and to look to in the tribal past.295 
 
Lowen had focused his collecting on the “art of the Carver,” rather than beadwork or 
household items, which he believed were still active artistic traditions within black South 
African societies and therefore not historical or collectable.296 Similar to the founding 
mission of the Standard Bank Collection, Lowen emulated his collecting after early-
twentieth-century European collections of African art that preferred carved wood figures 
and ceremonial masks over utilitarian objects. Carved wood initiation figures, headrests, 
and staffs met Lowen’s criteria of authentic South African art. While Wits also modeled 
their early collecting of South African objects upon similar criteria, the important 
distinction was that Wits now recognized beadwork and other categorically ambiguous 
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magnate, who then loaned the collection to the Johannesburg Art Gallery. The Brenthurst name 
was given to the collection consistent with many of the Oppenheimer family holdings. 
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art fors as equally representative of black South African art, rather than only the carved 
wood figures that originally populated the Wits collections. 
While there was some overlap between Wits’ and JAG’s collections, the majority 
of JAG’s holdings differed in that it consisted of older, nineteenth-century pieces that 
Lowen had purchased from collections and auction houses abroad. Nettleton criticized 
the contextual validity of the Brenthurst collection, stating in reference to Art & 
Ambiguity that “the exhibition established a canon of traditional works which have the 
‘authenticity’ required by particular collectors of African art.”297 Nettleton’s comment 
alludes to not only perceived differences between the JAG and Wits collections but also 
differing opinions of how a history of black South African art was to be constructed. 
Private collections, upon which JAG’s South African art collections are premised, are 
assembled according to personal taste, notions of connoisseurship, and market trends 
rather than considerations of historical, cultural, and aesthetic importance, such as the 
criteria of the Standard Bank Collection.  
While exhibitions make temporary ideological statements, catalogs serve as art 
historical texts that legitimize the thematic ideas of the exhibition into perpetuity. 
Christopher Steiner and Silvi Forni contend that the most powerful tool in the validation 
of art-historical narratives in their so-termed “ego-system” is the publication of scholarly 
publications.298 In conjunction with the exhibitions under discussion, JAG and Wits 
produced fully illustrated catalogs, inclusive of scholarly essays, color plates, and 
	
297 Nettleton, “Collections, exhibitions and histories: constructing a new South African Art 
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extensive checklists, that validated the cultural value and historical importance of their 
respective exhibitions and collections. Since 1979, Wits had regularly published modest 
catalogs to accompany their exhibitions of African art. The exhibition catalog for Ten 
Years of Collecting was the most comprehensive to date, demonstrating the scope and 
breadth of Wits’ South African holdings in comparison to other art museums that had 
only recently begun collecting black South African art. Whereas Ten Years of Collecting 
included West and Central African art, the catalog highlighted only its South African 
collections; its cover featured South African beadwork, considered by organizers as 
exemplary of black South African art (Figure 2.1).299 Given the dearth of scholarly 
writing in the country on so-called traditional South African art, Ten Years of Collecting 
filled this gap, contributing to the developing scholarship on the art of southern Africa. 
Previous anthologies of South African art, notably Esmé Berman’s compendium Art & 
Artists of South Africa, published in 1970, and her 1975 volume, The Story of South 
African Painting, made only superficial mention of a handful of black painters and did 
not include other art forms produced by black South Africans. Scholarly essays in the Ten 
Years of Collecting catalog by Wits academics, including Nettleton, David Hammond-
Tooke in the Department of Social Anthropology, and post-graduate students studying 
African art history in the Department of History of Art at Wits, not only inserted 
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Galleries – including the University Art Galleries Collection of South African art, the Wits 





traditional black South African art into histories of art in South Africa but also argued for 
the validity of the study of African art, which was only just emerging as a serious 
discipline in the country, spearheaded by Wits.300 
Essays focused on specific areas of the collection, including Zulu and Ndebele 
beadwork, Venda sculpture, and transitional art, contributing research that, in turn, 
complemented their areas of collecting. Steven Sack, who had curated The Neglected 
Tradition for JAG, also contributed an essay on the work of urban artists, such as the 
paintings of Helen Mmakgoba Sebidi, Gerard Bhengu, and Sfiso Mkame. In view that the 
painting and sculpture by urban Black artists was not the focus of Ten Years of 
Collecting, or a major area of concentration of the Standard Bank Collection, the 
insertion of Sack’s essay was an obvious rejoinder to The Neglected Tradition. Sack’s 
essay linked the Standard Bank Collection with Wits’ other holdings of named 
contemporary black artists, such as Sebidi, Sydney Kumalo, John Muafangejo, and 
Azaria Mbatha, which were not included in Ten Years of Collecting but listed in the 
inventory section of the exhibition’s catalog.301 And whereas the Standard Bank 
Collection’s founding mission largely precluded the purchase of fine art at this time, Wits 
bought these works with other funds, and Sack’s essay demonstrated the relevance and 
comprehensiveness of Wits collecting. 
	
300 Wits introduced a course in African art history in the late 1970s – the first such course offered 
by a university in South Africa. 
301 Although the work of artists using fine art media was not included in Ten Years of Collecting, 
an internal document indicated that some graphic works were displayed in the upper-level gallery 




In the preface to JAG’s catalog accompanying the exhibition Art & Ambiguity, 
Christopher Till positions the cultural importance of the Brenthurst Collection at JAG: 
“The exhibition is seen as the first part of a wider investigation into the traditional art of 
southern Africa and represents a watershed in bringing to the attention of the public the 
diversity of material from this region.”302 Art & Ambiguity was shown two years after 
Ten Years of Collecting and more than a decade since the founding of the Standard Bank 
Collection. Nettleton further challenged the historical significance of Art & Ambiguity 
(which also included works from the Jacques Collection and some external loans), stating 
that the exhibition misleadingly claimed a “monolithic ‘art’ tradition that could be 
considered South African.”303 But taken in the context of JAG’s newly redefined status as 
an inclusive art museum, Till’s statement served to bolster the gallery’s newly self-
defined role as an institution representative of all South Africans, in addition to the 
private interests of the Oppenheimer family, who still owned the collection. Regardless of 
the different approaches to collecting taken by each institution, the formations of the 
Standard Bank Collection and JAG’s newly acquired traditional collections were 
premised upon private sponsorship and served the progressive political agendas of both 
their donors and the institutions.304 At the same time, Wits and JAG’s collecting practices 
elided the circumstances of colonialism and apartheid that enabled South African art to 
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be acquired by the white collectors who donated works to their respective collections in 
the first place. 
As Liebhammer has further explains, due to JAG’s lack of financial resources, the 
museum would not have been able to acquire an extensive collection of traditional art 
without Lowen’s donation and the low cost of black art under apartheid.305 Still, JAG’s 
acquisition of the Jacques and Brenthurst collections was unprecedented in the museum’s 
history. As Liebhammer elaborates, in progressive enclaves such as the University of the 
Witwatersrand “and in certain liberal boardrooms” there was immense pressure and 
initiative to change.306 JAG was still administered by the Johannesburg municipality, 
controlled in the 1980s by white nationalists and a racially divided government.307 In 
consideration of the Standard Bank Collection’s founding mission to represent the tribal 
past, and the curatorial approach taken in Ten Years of Collecting toward more recent 
interpretations of black South African art, Nettleton’s critical assessment of JAG’s 
exhibition and collecting policies raises certain questions. Both Wits and JAG’s 
collecting practices ask what constitutes an authentic history of black South African art, 
and who has the authority to claim such a history absent of real engagement of this 
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Writing in a co-edited volume on South African art published the same year as 
Ten Years of Collecting, Nettleton clarifies and expands conceptions of South African art 
history: 
If we were to rewrite the history of South African art, we not only have to put out 
of our heads the idea, as some would have it, that Anton Anreith was ‘Africa’s 
First Sculptor,’ but we have to accept that anything people make can be used as a 
system of communication. All visual communication is made in terms of language 
of forms and images and these are our concern, whether or not they were made 
intentionally as works of ‘art.’308  
 
In a period of contested histories of South African art, Nettleton’s statement is also self-
reflexive. The cultural authority of institutions, such as the Johannesburg Art Gallery and 
the Wits Art Galleries, gave political clout to curators and museum administrators who 
dictated their institutional exhibition and collecting narratives. The Standard Bank 
Collection, and exhibitions of African art at the Wits Art Galleries, represented the 
changing priorities of teaching and collecting of African art at the University of the 
Witwatersrand in order to address a more diverse student population. The scope of the 
Standard Bank Collection initially supported the curriculum of the African art history 
course introduced to the Department of Fine Arts in 1977, which followed the early 
canon of African art defined by collectors and curators in the United States and Europe. 
By the late 1980s, still within the oppressive apartheid climate, new collecting priorities 
	
308 Anton Anreith was a colonial-era, German-born South African sculptor working primarily in 
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emerged. Research conducted by Wits art historians, curators, and graduate students in 
the 1980s concentrated on South African art, such as Catherine Vogel’s work on Pedi art, 
Betty Schneider and Diane Levi’s research on Ndebele beadwork, Sipho Mbambe’s work 
on the Eastern Cape, curator Rayda Becker’s research on Tsonga headrests, and 
Nettleton’s own research on Venda sculpture. Through the ensuing advances in research 
and collecting, Wits scholars and curators constructed a canon of what they believed 
constituted black South African art as a means to empower black communities and 
recognize their history as meaningful. As Nettleton recalled, “the question has always 
been what is art and what is not ….”309 Ten Years of Collecting broadened conceptions of 
art, or at least raised questions around boundaries constructed between the contemporary 
and the so-called traditional. With the inclusion of transitional art as a category, it also 
made room for art that fell between these classificatory distinctions, such as the work of 
Mukhuba.  
As other institutions commenced traditional collections in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, however, multiple art histories began to emerge. Constructing a representative 
collection of South African art is in itself an open-ended process. Within the radically 
changing political and cultural climate at the end of apartheid, Ten Years of Collecting 
and the Standard Bank Collection signified a volatile and transforming present. However 
in 2002, another shift occurred. The University of the Witwatersrand closed the its 
gallery spaces in order to make way for the planning of the new Wits Art Museum on the 
university campus. During this time, Wits continued to collect with the continued backing 
	




of the Standard Bank. But in the absence of an exhibition space, Wits organized 
exhibitions featuring artworks from the Standard Bank African Art Collection for other 
museums and cultural venues in South Africa, including the Standard Bank’s own art 
gallery in Johannesburg, that were more thematically and interdisciplinary in focus. Over 
the next decade, the collection would be reformulated, responding to a post-apartheid 






Building an Identity in Post-Apartheid Johannesburg: Urban Audiences and 




On a large banner suspended outside of the new Wits Art Museum (WAM) in 
Johannesburg, the boldly printed words “Free! Mahala!” enticed passers-by from the 
street (Figure 3.1).310 Displayed as part of the promotional advertising for the exhibition, 
Doing Hair: Art and Hair in Africa, which opened in August 2014, the banner’s graphics 
addressed black urban dwellers by using both Johannesburg’s prevalent languages of 
English and isiZulu and the city’s culture of black hairstyling. The exhibition explored 
themes of hair in African art through concepts of “beauty, style, gender … and material” 
and included artworks from the Standard Bank African Art Collection, such as combs, 
beaded hairpins, and carved wooden headrests, juxtaposed with video and photography 
by contemporary South African fine artists.311 But as a reviewer for the South African 
newspaper Mail & Guardian commented, “merely touching on black hair in Africa is 
bound to raise political, racial, and socioeconomic questions.”312 In its effort to appeal to 
new visitors, WAM drew criticism from numerous black museumgoers, who viewed the 
exhibition as conveying an othering image of African people reminiscent of the apartheid 
past.   
	
310 The isiZulu word mahala translates to “free” in English. 
311 Anitra Nettleton, Introduction, Doing Hair: Art and Hair in Africa, ed. Laura de Becker and 
Anitra Nettleton, Johannesburg: Wits Art Museum, 2014, p. 8. 
312 Stefanie James, “Black Hair Show Fails to Make the Cut,” Mail & Guardian, Friday, 




WAM was the first newly built fine arts museum in Johannesburg since the end 
of apartheid, opening to the public in 2012 following nearly a decade during which it 
had no exhibition space but still collected art. Located where the University of the 
Witwatersrand campus meets the trendy Braamfontein district, in proximity to the 
Central Business District, WAM is a beacon of the changing cultural landscape of 
Johannesburg’s inner city. No longer stereotyped as derelict and crime-ridden, 
Johannesburg is a vibrant, cosmopolitan cultural center. In his review of the new Wits 
Art Museum, art historian Steven C. Dubin observes Johannesburg’s “edgy and vibey, 
brash and hectic” character, asking, “Can a museum possibly capture the essence of 
such a dynamic place?” 313 While Dubin’s answer is an emphatic “yes,” WAM also 
struggled at times to address the complexities of the city’s post-apartheid and 
postcolonial political and racial milieux. 
This chapter examines how WAM fashioned an urban identity that interacted with 
black Johannesburg. It argues that museum curators developed exhibition narratives 
addressing themes relevant to popular urban culture, such as style, fashion, and 
adornment, which they saw as central to the presentation of post-apartheid black 
identities. More precisely, this chapter posits that WAM presented exhibitions featuring 
artworks from the now-called Standard Bank African Art Collection — objects labeled as 
“classical” or historical South African art by the museum — enabling black viewers to 
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see aspects of their culture in the space of the contemporary art museum.314 In so doing, 
WAM sought to expand a predominantly white museum-going public through 
programming that appealed to Johannesburg’s diverse constituents, from lower-income 
black residents to a younger black urban population cognizant of the political 
implications of viewership and colonial and apartheid-era representations of ethnic 
identities by South African museums.  
This chapter undertakes a close reading of two distinct, yet related exhibitions 
presented at WAM in 2014 and 2015 — Doing Hair: Art and Hair in Africa and 
Beadwork, Art and the Body: Dilo Tše Dintshi//Abundance, which focused on South 
African beadwork — that are illustrative of how curators assimilated historical or 
classical black South African art forms with contemporary themes. These exhibitions 
displayed South African artworks from the Standard Bank African Art Collection 
(Standard Bank Collection) — objects associated with African cultures — in contrasting 
ways in order to relate ideas of style and dress to black, and more specifically, black 
female viewers. Literary scholar Michael Warner’s theory of public and counterpublic, 
which distinguishes between groups with and without historical privilege, provides a 
useful framework to examine how these two exhibitions were interpreted differently by 
Johannesburg’s diverse publics.315 It is argued that these exhibitions were received 
	
314 The collection was previously called the Standard Bank Collection of African Art and 
renamed the Standard Bank Africa Art Collection according to the 2004 Deed of Trust between 
the University of the Witwatersrand and the Standard Bank. See University of the Witwatersrand, 
Deed of Trust Document. The Standard Bank Limited and the University of the Witwatersrand, 
2004.	




differently by the Johannesburg public, with some black viewers seeing the exhibition, 
Doing Hair, as failing to overcome the essentializing representations of blackness that 
dominated the apartheid period. This chapter considers the ways in which the post-
apartheid politics of race and identity affected the reception of exhibitions at WAM.  
The urban milieu of post-apartheid Johannesburg is central to a critical reading of 
WAM’s relationship to the city and how the museum cultivated and defined its museum-
going public. This chapter draws on the extensive literature on post-apartheid 
Johannesburg and how the changing demographic of the city — from exclusively white 
during apartheid to a dynamic urban environment, home to a pan-African population in 
the post-apartheid period — has come to define the cultural and racial complexities of the 
new South Africa. Historian Martin J. Murray writes of Johannesburg as a particular 
space that “restructures social relations, endows actual locations with symbolic meanings, 
and shapes the subjective identities of urban residents.”316 The design and urban location 
of WAM, as a “particular space” in Murray’s theorization, united the multiracial and 
multiethnic city and the historically racially exclusive space of high culture in compelling 
and unexpected ways. 
A discussion of Johannesburg during the period of 2012-2014, nearly two decades 
after the end of apartheid, begins this chapter in order to situate WAM within the city’s 
current cultural and sociopolitical climate. This chapter then undertakes an analysis of the 
museum itself, examining how the meanings conveyed through its exterior and interior 
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design interact with the museum’s neighborhood of Braamfontein and the architecture of 
the city at large. The following section considers new curatorial approaches taken by 
WAM curators in order to bring together its diverse collections of contemporary and 
historical South African art, translated within the museum’s contemporary urban context. 
Lastly, in-depth analyses of the shows Doing Hair and Beadwork, Art and the Body: Dilo 
Tše Dintshi//Abundance conclude this chapter, gauging WAM’s successes and the 
limitations of exhibitions inclusive of works from the Standard Bank Collection in the 
museum’s first two years.  
 
Johannesburg After Apartheid: 2012-2014 
At the time of the opening of the new Wits Art Museum in 2012, the city of 
Johannesburg had transformed from a fully segregated city during apartheid to a post-
apartheid metropolis defined by its multinational, multilingual, and multicultural 
complexity. Today’s civic leaders proclaim Johannesburg “A World-Class African City,” 
heralding their aspirations for it as a global cultural and economic center. Parts of the 
inner city that were once considered dangerous and disorderly had become revitalized 
cultural zones – for instance the Braamfontein district, which hosts numerous art galleries 
(including WAM), trendy restaurants, and an exuberant nightlife. In her 2013 article for 
the Johannesburg newspaper, City Press, Ufrieda Ho praises the city’s ongoing 




the city being reinvented ….”317 Over the last decade, a younger and multiracial 
generation of South Africans had flocked to the city for its entertainment, cultural 
offerings, restaurants, and bars. As a newly built museum, WAM was poised to play a 
key role in Johannesburg’s revitalization, anchoring a cultural arch that spanned the city’s 
developing cultural sectors. Offering free admission, contemporary art exhibitions, and 
family-friendly programming, WAM reflected Johannesburg’s diverse citizenship by 
attracting lower-income residents and first-time museumgoers as well as more arts-savvy 
visitors.  
Nearly twenty years after the end of apartheid, however, Johannesburg still bears 
the imprint of apartheid, remaining stratified along racial lines. Even as areas of the city 
are redeveloped to attract new businesses and luxury housing that appeal to young 
entrepreneurs and local and foreign investors, many parts of Johannesburg remain run-
down and crime-ridden. Commencing in the mid-1980s, white residents and white-owned 
businesses fled the inner city, relocating to the more affluent and predominantly white 
northern suburbs. Attracted by available housing and the economic opportunities afforded 
by a major metropolitan center, black South Africans and Africans from other regions of 
the continent reclaimed previously white-owned and occupied spaces. Johannesburg’s 
demographic transformed from middle-class-white during apartheid to a post-apartheid 
environment of lower-income, black, working-class people who occupy such densely 
populated neighborhoods as Hillbrow, Yeoville, and Berea, as well as a more recent 
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young, cosmopolitan urban class, the majority of whom were not residents of the city two 
decades ago (Figure 3.2).  
During apartheid, the National Party government sought to deny black South 
Africans citizenship in the predominantly white city. The white authorities considered 
black South Africans as temporary sojourners; they were required to carry passes, 
excluded from access to public places, denied admittance to regular intra-urban public 
transport, and confined to the single-sex barracks of the mines, the servants’ quarters of 
opulent white households, and densely populated black townships such as Soweto and 
Alexandra.318 Control over the influx of black South Africans to the inner city by the 
apartheid state began to wane by the late 1980s and early 1990s. According to a study by 
Sally Peberdy, a researcher on South African migration, large-scale internal migration to 
Johannesburg commenced after 1994 as black South Africans from the rural areas of 
Limpopo, Mpumalanga, and the KwaZulu-Natal provinces sought economic 
opportunities in the city. Johannesburg’s black population steadily grew from 2.3 million 
in 1991 to 4.4 million by 2011.319 
The dramatic evolution of Johannesburg from white middle-class to 
predominantly poor and black has generated numerous writings that read Johannesburg 
exclusively in terms of race- and class-based divisions and the spectacles of extreme 
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wealth and extreme poverty. Historian Martin J. Murray reduces the spatial landscape of 
post-apartheid Johannesburg to binaries of the precarity of the largely black inner-city 
population versus displays of ostentatious wealth by affluent whites and the propertied 
elite in Johannesburg’s northern suburbs. Murray’s image of a city in decline is 
reinforced by descriptions of highly congested high-rise apartment buildings teeming 
with African immigrants, homelessness and vagrancy, informal street economies, and 
urban crime. Murray writes in 2011,  
Because of these grim realities, it is impossible to ignore the noir image of a divided 
city of immense and enduring inequalities, a wasteland of reckless and unregulated 
urbanization, a cauldron of racial strife, and a breeding ground for Xenophobic 
intolerance and occasional outbreaks of violence.320 
 
Whereas the decline of areas of the inner city is palpable and poverty — such as the 
illegal occupancy of abandoned office and residential buildings, sometimes without 
plumbing or electricity — remains a sobering reality for many urban residents, Murray 
focuses on the representation of Johannesburg as a singular site of struggle and racial 
inequality, but the reality is much more complex.  
The projection of Johannesburg as the racial “Other” in these writings is attributed 
to the enduring tropes of race and abject poverty that continue to portray the city of 
Johannesburg along the binaries of white wealth and black precarity, often excluding the 
city’s Indian and Muslim populations in neighborhoods such as Fordsburg at the western 
end of the city. But writers such as Richard Tomlinson, Robert Beauregard, Lindsey 
Bremmer, and Xolela Mangcu, in their edited volume, Emerging Johannesburg: 
	




Perspectives on the Postapartheid City, confront these biases.321 The authors challenge 
the view held by other writers that post-apartheid Johannesburg is no longer a symbol of 
the nation’s industrial and capital wealth. The writers re-think the city in terms of its 
economic and cultural vitality comparable to other global metropolitan centers, stating 
that: 
Johannesburg is an opportunity. The rapidity of its transformation, the simultaneous 
destabilization of government structures, economic relations, social understandings, 
cultural images, and spatial orderings, and the avowed goal to recenter South Africa 
and its cities in global networks make Johannesburg emblematic of the forces 
operating in cities around the world.322  
 
Yet, Johannesburg is also a city of contradictions and clashing sensibilities. While tropes 
of Johannesburg’s degradation, poverty, and crime indeed abound in the literary 
imaginary, crime does exist in many areas of the inner city, with real impact on its 
cultural institutions.323 For example, attendance at the Johannesburg Art Gallery, 
formerly an emblem of high culture in the city, has declined in recent years due to its 
location in Joubert Park and adjacency to the Noord Street taxi rank, areas considered 
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unsafe by many museum visitors due to vagrancy, drug use, and crime.324 But 
Johannesburg has also become a hub for artists, who are attracted to its affordable real 
estate and presence of art galleries, museums, and other cultural offerings. August House, 
for example, in the inner-city neighborhood of New Doornfontein, houses numerous 
artist’s studios and cultural non-profit organizations.  
In the collective psyche of many black South Africans, Johannesburg is a symbol 
of the racial oppression of the apartheid past, but also of renewal presenting new forms of 
urban citizenry.325 Cultural theorists Graeme Gotz and Abdoumaliq Simone examine the 
dynamic social networks of Johannesburg’s residents and the vibrant street economies 
and informal trading that sustain many of the city’s neighborhoods. They describe acts of 
placemaking by Africans in the post-apartheid city through the concepts of “belonging” 
and “becoming.” The former constitutes zealous rights to claim urban space, asserting a 
“sense of connection in more defensive and particularized place-bound affiliations.”326 
The latter process takes form in the widening of social spaces to include a multitude of 
“translocal connections and associations.”327 The proliferation of hairstyling services 
along Bree Street in Hillbrow serves as an example of how these processes are forged by 
a dynamic socio-economic network of women entrepreneurs from different regions of the 
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African continent. Architect and cultural historian Mpho Matsipa argues that the 
departure of white-owned businesses from Johannesburg’s Central Business District 
(CBD) in the mid-to-late-1980s created opportunities for the growth of black-owned 
micro-businesses in the city, many of which are operated by and serve black women, 
providing both economic independence and spaces of social interaction.328 Black women 
of different cultural and national backgrounds have forged a hair-network in the city, 
providing both economic stability and social safety.  
Although the economic and living conditions of a large number of the city’s 
working-class poor is indeed dire, cultural theorists Achille Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall 
also challenge readings of post-apartheid Johannesburg exclusively in terms of poverty, 
crime, and racial inequalities, which characterize the city as “a problem to be solved.”329 
They view Johannesburg as a distinctly African city that is also exemplary in terms of its 
cultural and commercial diversity. Johannesburg is, they write,  
an engine of art, architecture, music, fashion, theater, literature, and religious life. 
Johannesburg is peopled not just by workers, the poor, criminals, and illegal 
immigrants, but also by artists, playwrights, craftspeople, investigative journalists, 
poets, writers, musicians, civic-minded public intellectuals of all races, as well as 
highly skilled migrants and jet setters.330 
 
Between 1996 and 2010 the Johannesburg municipality made significant strides to alter 
preconceptions of it as crime-ridden and reposition the city within a global hierarchy of 
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metropolises.331 These plans catalyzed local infrastructure development in preparation for 
the 2010 FIFA World Cup, which included the completion of the Gautrain metro rail 
running between downtown and the northern suburbs, and the introduction of the Rea 
Vaya rapid bus system, which opened in phases beginning in 2009. While these modes of 
transportation are often too costly for some inner-city residents, the Gautrain established 
a symbolic and actual gateway between the predominantly white suburbs and the black 
inner city, facilitating an actual and symbolic multidirectional inter-urban travel.  
Johannesburg’s emerging tourist industry, including small-scale ventures like 
Joburg Places and Past Experiences, uses the regeneration of the inner city as a business 
model. By promoting walking experiences in the inner city — including Little Addis, the 
Fashion District, and the Central Business District — catering to foreign visitors and 
locals alike, these businesses seek to dispel myths of the city as unwalkable and unsafe. 
Weekend markets, such as the Neighbourgoods Market in Braamfontein, have become 
popular attractions for white suburbanites and a racial mixture of urban hipsters. While 
these cultural and entertainment offerings have begun to shift preconceptions of the city, 
they exist as microcosms in which participants engage within a delineated and secure 
entertainment zone. The expanse of the inner city and its urban population remain foreign 
to a vast majority of white South Africans and international visitors, who remain wary of 
the city’s past reputation. 
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The transformation of parts of the inner city, such as the Maboneng arts precinct 
in a former east-end industrial area , and the central Braamfontein district, home to 
WAM, have similarly introduced new social and cultural spaces, such as restaurants, 
bars, cafés, and art galleries, frequented by a young, creative, and entrepreneurial urban 
class (Figure 3.3). The Maboneng Precinct is a controversial case-study in terms of its 
impact on other parts of the inner city and its lack of interaction with and improvement of 
its surrounding low-income neighborhoods. Developed by Jonathan Liebmann and his 
company, Propertuity, Maboneng (a Sesotho word meaning “place of light”) is a mixture 
of residential living, art galleries (including the new Museum of African Design), 
boutiques, bars, and restaurants, as well as a highly popular Sunday food market that 
attracts lively local crowds.  
As this researcher experienced living in the precinct between 2014 and 2015, 
Maboneng is a high-security and exclusive enclave bordered by derelict industrial blocks, 
the Central Business District (which is mostly abandoned at night), and the low-income, 
working class neighborhood of Jeppestown, which houses several men’s hostels.332 In 
March 2015, a spate of residential evictions in the area, allegedly stemming from 
Maboneng development projects, sparked raucous demonstrations in which a group of 
protesters from Jeppestown descended upon the precinct, exclaiming “I want to eat sushi 
in Maboneng too.” Although Maboneng is patronized by a predominantly young and 
racially mixed demographic, the 2015 protests point to what the journalist Ufrieda Ho 
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observes as the “gentrification trap of becoming enclaves for hipsters-only, moneyed-
only, or becoming spaces accessed only by boom gates and sign-in registers.”333 Private 
development projects like Maboneng and the new luxury residential development in 
nearby New Doornfontein, helmed by the architect David Adjaye, further drive economic 
and racial segregation in the city. Upscale commercial and residential projects attract a 
black and white entrepreneurial and monied class to the inner city, rendering invisible the 
working poor who already live there. 
Competing economic, social, political, and cultural interests in processes of urban 
revitalization have affected WAM’s relationship to the city. Anchored by the University 
of the Witwatersrand and WAM, Braamfontein has become a locus of cultural activity, 
used by not only Wits students (who make up a large percentage of the district’s 
residents), but also a creative class attracted to its art galleries, hip restaurants, and bars. 
Moreover, from the early 2000s, the Johannesburg Redevelopment Agency (JDA) 
envisaged a cultural arc that spanned from Constitution Hill in Hillbrow, location of the 
new Constitutional Court, to Braamfontein, and across the Nelson Mandela Bridge to 
Newtown, home to MuseuMAfricA, the historic Market Theater, the Bassline jazz club, 
Artist Proof Studio (a printmaking studio that offers arts training), and numerous cultural 
spaces and small museums such as the Workers Museum (Figure 3.4.). As a new cultural 
addition to the city, WAM sought to attract not only artists, museumgoers, and urban 
trendsetters, but also members of the general urban public that may never have entered a 
fine arts museum before. Yet as literary theorist Michael Warner observes, “the 
	




contradiction between the idea of the public and its realization might be said to be more 
or less ideological.”334 The concept behind WAM posed conflicting ideologies — of 
cultural progressiveness, diversity, and equity on the one hand, and inaccessibility and 
exclusivity on the other —  that were articulated in the architecture of the building itself. 
 
The Wits Art Museum and the City 
In order to assess WAM’s place in the city, it is first necessary to consider its 
architecture and how its design articulated an Afro-modernist aesthetic that aesthetically 
countered apartheid’s architectural legacy. Speaking at the opening celebration of WAM 
in May 2012, the university’s then-Dean of Faculty of the Humanities, Tawana Kupe, 
remarked,  
The location of the museum was deliberate. We step out of the museum and into 
the city. It is truly part of the great Johannesburg cultural precinct. It is part of the 
city’s cultural development and Wits has given something sustainable to the 
city.335  
 
Kupe’s statement stresses the new museum’s anticipated cultural impact and the 
significance and uniqueness of its minimalist and modernist design within the city’s 
dense and chaotic built environment.336 Located at the bustling intersection of Bertha and 
Jorissen Streets in Braamfontein, the museum’s large, glass-fronted façade visually opens 
the museum to the street, engaging with the spatial and social dynamics of the post-
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apartheid city (Figure 3.5). In his review of WAM, South African architect and artist 
Alexander Opper writes that its glass façade updates the European modernist 
preoccupation with light and transparency in order to disintegrate “the sanctified 
boundary between that which is in the museum (art) and that which is not (life).”337 
Through applied concepts of transparency and the symbolic use of ornamentation, 
WAM’s design aspired to erase historical barriers between the elitism of high art and “the 
construction of academia,” to use Opper’s architectural reference. 338 The museum’s 
intended democratizing aesthetic interacted with the Johannesburg public and its inner-
city populations in anticipated and unexpected ways.  
In 2002, the Wits administration announced the closure of the former Wits Arts 
Galleries, which had been located in Senate House (the Wits student center) since 1977, 
citing the need to relocate the gallery’s growing art collections and expand student-use 
facilities on campus.339 Development of a new exhibition space, which was to rebrand the 
Wits Art Galleries as one of the country’s leading art museums, commenced 
immediately. Over the next decade, Wits undertook planning and fundraising for the new 
museum under the direction of curators Julia Charlton and Fiona Rankin-Smith. A 
national building competition was announced in 2005, awarding a commission to 
architects Nina Cohen and Fiona Garson of Cohen and Garson Architects. The new 
museum’s site was proposed for Lawson’s Corner, a blighted intersection at the edge of 
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the Wits campus. The architectural plan knit together three existing buildings — a petrol 
station, a Volvo car dealership, and the basement of a dental school — into a single 
structure unified by a large glass-plated façade and minimalist steel framework (Figure 
3.6). Cohen and Garson incorporated the existing structural logic of the three former 
buildings, utilizing key architectural features such as columns and a ramp from the old 
car dealership, which were used to connect the museum’s main and mezzanine-level 
galleries. 
WAM conversed with a wave of public buildings and other spaces built after 
1994. In his study of Johannesburg’s new Constitutional Court, South African art 
historian Federico Freschi suggests that many of the new cultural and civic buildings 
constructed in the first decade of democracy metaphorically embodied notions of 
rebuilding and reconciliation, the fundamental tenets of the immediate post-apartheid 
period.340 The Constitutional Court and the Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg are 
contrasting examples of the ways in which architecture was employed to communicate 
ideas of transformation, redress, racial equality, and democratic unity. The Constitutional 
Court — which opened in 2004 and is considered South Africa’s first significant post-
apartheid building, and also commissioned and displays art — is built on the site of the 
old Johannesburg Fort, the Number Four "native" prison, and the Women's Gaol. In 
writing about the Court’s decorative program, Freschi observes that the architects 
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purposefully left visible the site’s laden apartheid history while also creating a new 
symbolic order that emphasized “redemptive over repressive” justice.341 As Freschi 
elaborates, the large expanses of glass — an architectural feature similarly employed by 
WAM architects — used for the Court’s façade enable outsiders to witness the inner 
workings of justice, reflecting the openness and transparency called for in the new 
Constitution (Figure 3.7).342  
In contradistinction to both the Constitutional Court and WAM, the design of the 
Apartheid Museum utilized dense and impermeable materials of brick and stone, 
purposefully symbolic of the oppressive and dark histories the museum discloses. To 
enter, visitors are arbitrarily classified (by the ticket taker) into one of four racial groups 
established by the apartheid National Government: white, black, coloured, and Asian. 
Visitors must then pass through two turnstiles — “Blankes/Whites” or “Nie-
Blankes/Non-Whites” — according to their “assigned” ticketed classifications (Figure 
3.8.). The museum’s architecture and installations guide the visual and physical 
experiences of visitors in order to illustrate the everyday realities for the majority-black-
and-coloured populations under apartheid. 
Unlike buildings laden with the histories of the apartheid past, WAM was 
conceptualized as a theoretical tabula rasa. Its design was unencumbered by the brutalist 
style favored by the National Government and unladen by the influence of historically 
contested sites. It also circumvented art-historical legacies associated with colonial-era 
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museums.343 But as Martin J. Murray observes, architecture is not an autonomous formal 
discipline that is “detached from politics, disengaged from the rational calculation of 
everyday life, and transcending the mundane and the commonplace.”344 As a newly built 
museum of import, designed by renowned architects, WAM also conversed with 
international trends in museum architecture, such as the prominent use of glass, 
bolstering notions of Johannesburg as a “World Class African City” and global arts 
mecca. In the local context, new cultural buildings constructed after apartheid altered the 
city landscape, shifting “the symbolic order” and civic decorum of the old regime, as 
Freschi observes, conveying a sense of belonging and citizenship freighted with political 
ramifications.345 
 WAM’s transparent, glass-fronted exterior is its most visually striking 
architectural feature, opening the museum to the city and the urban public. The large 
windows enable a form of “looking in,” performed daily by Johannesburg’s energetic 
street life and predominantly black passersby, including commuters, pedestrians, Wits 
students, and other visitors to the city (See Figure 3.5). French theorist Michel de Certeau 
describes pedestrians as “real systems whose existence in fact makes up the city.”346 
Murray also elaborates on the role of street life in the city: 
The spatial design of the built environment has exercised a profound influence on 
the everyday social life of the city, particularly on the ways that urban residents 
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negotiate the cityscape, make use of particular locations, and define themselves in 
relation to others.347  
 
The act of looking in by passersby, especially the black urban public, reverses the 
historical relationship between subject and object allowing the majority-black South 
Africans, previously underrepresented by fine art museums in the country, to see 
themselves as consumers of culture rather than its objects. Art educator Charles R. 
Garoian ascertains that museum visitors bring their “personal identities into play with the 
institution’s dominant ideology.”348 The glass’s mirroring effect lets people “see” 
themselves reflected in the museum space, possibly recognizing their own “culture” on 
display in the galleries as art. To enhance this experience, a permanent glass cabinet 
displaying a rotation of historical African art is situated in the front windows along 
Jorissen Street, placing Johannesburg’s cultural diversity continually on view.  
Whereas the façade permits the urban texture of Johannesburg — pedestrians, 
cars, street vendors, and the vista of Braamfontein and the Nelson Mandela Bridge — to 
visually enter the sanctified space of the museum, other, less perceptible design elements 
root the museum to its African and South African context. An undulating, woven brick 
membrane wraps the façade’s upper portion, mimicking the contours of basketry, an art 
form common across the continent. As Freschi observes in regard to the Constitutional 
Court, “architectural ornament provides fixed points of reference for connecting a 
building with notions of place.”349 Both functional and decorative, the membrane hints at 
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the pan-African composition of the permanent collections of West, Central, and South 
African art within the climate-controlled storerooms on the museum’s second floor 
(Figure 3.9). Additionally, a register of blue tiles, punctuated by rows of shiny brass 
studs, complements the interior lobby and the façade facing Jorissen Street. Repurposed 
from the old automobile showroom, these redeployed materials imaginatively suggest 
forms of body adornment, such as beadwork or ear plugs, historically worn by black 
South Africans (Figure 3.10.). 
The visual association of its decorative features with a pan-Africanist iconography 
distinctly situates WAM within the culture of Johannesburg as a distinctly African city, 
where nearly 13% of inner-city residents are foreign nationals from elsewhere on the 
African continent.350 WAM’s exterior design also reflects its urban environment in 
another, less visible way. Through the repurposing of existing structures to build a new 
one,  the architects reflected the continual adaptation and appropriation of buildings and 
materials throughout the city — from the conversion of once-grand buildings from the 
colonial and apartheid era into upscale apartments and retail spaces, such as the former 
Barclay’s Bank Building that now hosts lofts and apartments, to numerous abandoned 
structures in the Central Business District, used as living space by inner-city residents.  
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While WAM promoted an architecture of inclusivity, in reality its exterior and 
interior spaces present contrasting ideas of interactivity and modes of viewing. WAM’s 
interior design emulates the modernist white cube commonly found in fine arts museums 
across the globe.351 The brightly painted white walls, specialized lighting, and custom-
made glass cases construct a contemplative viewing experience centered on the 
appreciation of individual objects. In the rarefied space of the interior galleries, the 
messiness of the street is kept safely at the museum’s threshold. The galleries are, in 
other words, designated as a space for art, rather than life.  
The constructed act of viewing art in the WAM galleries had aesthetic and 
political implications for some viewers who were aware of the power structures inherent 
in the separation between exhibitions’ producers and consumers. WAM’s galleries 
promoted educational and cultural enlightenment activated by its exhibitions and 
programs. Museum studies scholar Eilean Hooper-Greenhill observes that the modernist 
art museum is historically divided between private spaces of knowledge production and 
public spaces of knowledge consumption.352 In the South African context, knowledge 
production has remained within the purview of museum curators and administrators, who 
are mostly white South African women, even as the museum-going public has become 
more racially diverse. Despite WAM’s efforts to be inclusive, the persistent legacies of 
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South Africa’s fine art museums as spaces of white privilege continue to impact the 
reception of exhibitions at WAM in many ways, such as how certain types of objects are 




Curatorial Strategies in the Display of the Standard Bank Collection: Building New 
Urban Audiences  
 
The curatorial objectives of WAM in its first two years can be viewed as twofold: 
First, curators sought to highlight the permanent collections in the setting of WAM’s 
architectural grandeur and second, to broaden the museum’s visitorship by attracting 
first-time museumgoers and inner-city residents. Through the lens of art-value, curators 
sought to dismantle artistic hierarchies and temporal distinctions between categories of 
art by integrating African art from the Standard Bank Collection with its holdings of 
contemporary and modern South African fine art — a strategy undertaken in thematic 
exhibitions such as Doing Hair.353 The African art collections were recontextualized by 
WAM’s urban location and the contemporary cultural milieu of Johannesburg. Australian 
art historian Terry Smith defines the contemporary “as that which actually is in the world, 
of what it is to be in the world, and of that which is to come.”354 Exhibitions that featured 
African artworks were conceptualized around current discourses of art in an urbanized 
South Africa, the cultural diversity and aesthetic forms particular to Johannesburg, and 
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modern translations of historical South African art that exist in contemporary contexts. 
Writing on the opening of WAM, Anitra Nettleton places the museum within this urban 
setting: “Our museum is in an Africa of high-rise buildings, traffic jams, municipal and 
private art galleries, national museums and world-class universities ….”355 But WAM 
presented, at times, incompatible ideals of cultural progressiveness, diversity, and equity 
on the one hand, and inaccessibility and exclusivity on the other, indicated by the uneven 
reception of its exhibitions. 
The programmatic objectives of WAM echoed the broad democratic ambitions of 
museums in post-apartheid South Africa, which aimed to reevaluate the public role of art 
and to redress the absence of previously marginalized black artistic histories in 
exhibitions and permanent collections. Following the first democratic elections in 1994, 
processes of reconstruction and nation-building in the museum sector focused on the 
transformation of politically contested sites into public museums. New heritage museums 
such as Robben Island in Cape Town and Constitutional Hill in Johannesburg — both 
former jails that housed black activists and political dissidents, including Nelson Mandela 
— cracked open the country’s oppressive and violent histories in order to collectively 
confront and reconcile the apartheid past. National policies and legislation put in place 
after 1994 affected how public museums and heritage sites were reconfigured in the post-
colonial and post-apartheid era, including the involvement and empowerment of 
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communities in the preservation and representation of cultural heritage.356 The fine art 
museum played a much different role in the preservation of artistic heritage, which 
included art by both white and black South African artists. Indeed, the term “heritage” 
was not employed with any consistency by WAM curators to denote works in the 
Standard Bank Collection, either in exhibitions or press materials at this time.357 Rather 
than regarding and displaying artworks in the Standard Bank Collection as part of the 
historical past, WAM sought to represent the continuation and adaptation of South 
African art forms, emphasizing the “living reality,” in Nettleton’s words, of South 
Africa’s contemporary visual culture.358 
At the time of WAM’s opening in 2012, the Standard Bank Collection numbered 
well over five thousand accessioned items from West, Central, and South Africa, 
surpassing the museum’s holdings of contemporary South African fine art.359 The 
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opening of the new museum prompted two new initiatives to re-introduce WAM’s 
African art collections to audiences beyond the immediate Wits community and to 
encourage new scholarly research of artworks in the Standard Bank Collection: The 
Collections Re-Engagement Project, an educational initiative developed by two WAM 
post-doctoral fellows in conjunction with the Centre for the Creative Arts of Africa, a 
research institute under the directorship of Anitra Nettleton, then Professor of Art History 
in Wits’ Department of History of Art.360 Moreover, WAM’s mission also reflected the 
revised collecting parameters of the Standard Bank Collection, instituted a decade earlier. 
In 2004, Wits and the Standard Bank renegotiated the contractual agreement for the 
Standard Bank Collection with a call for the “preservation of African art forms 
representative of the continuation and transformation of traditions of artmaking in 
Africa.”361 The new mandate not only responded to WAM’s centralized location in inner-
city Johannesburg but also indicated the shift in the space of production of African art 
from exclusively rural to urban settings. From hand-painted barbershop signs from West 
Africa to wire and metal sculpture made by South African artists in urban areas, 
acquisitions encompassed a wide range of materials and methods employed by of black 
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artists in response to the changing socio-economic conditions of their rural and urban 
environments, to the effects of modernization and industrialization, and to expanding 
markets for their work.  
The scope and depth of the Standard Bank Collection necessitated new curatorial 
models that bridged the museum’s collections of art, spanning different media, time 
periods, and geographic regions. The late Mary Nooter Roberts, a highly respected 
African art historian, described the innovative curatorial approaches undertaken by 
curators and museums in the United States from the 1990s onwards as indicative of a 
“curatorial turn” in exhibitions of African art. Nooter Roberts adapted her interpretation 
of the curatorial turn from cultural theorist Paul O’Neill, who coined the phrase in the 
1990s in response to the ascendancy of the “curatorial gesture” and exhibitions as a 
“potential space for critique.”362 Writing in 2012, Nooter Roberts suggested that 
contemporary contexts of use and the continued relevance of traditionalist-based art in 
African societies both “necessitates and is the consequence of” a more recent curatorial 
turn in the display of African art. 363 In Nooter Roberts’ understanding of the curatorial 
turn in relation to African art, the gallery is a space of transparency, critique, and 
meaning-making constructed by curators.  
Exhibitions can therefore challenge previously held assumptions and stereotypes, 
conveying a deeper understanding of African art and culture, beyond the limitations of 
displaying autonomous and decontextualized art objects. Nooter Roberts further states, 
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“Curators can create messages to reach broad publics rather than narrow academic 
communities and employ or defy ideological construction so as to present new domains 
of thought — and so effect a turn.”364 Nooter Roberts cites examples of exhibitions that 
expressed the fluidity and complexity of cultural systems and ethnic identities, such as 
Yoruba: Nine Centuries of African Art & Thought (1989) at the Center for African Art in 
New York and Art of Being Tuareg: Sahara Nomads in a Modern World (2007) at the 
Fowler Museum in Los Angeles, while other curators of African art have developed 
broad cross-cultural themes that span different time periods and geographic boundaries. 
Such approaches also consider the efficacy of video and field photography — media 
previously regarded by museum curators as invoking an ethnographic rather than 
aesthetic effect. Curators have also incorporated audio guides, educational programming, 
the creation of environments and innovative themes, and the publication of scholarly 
catalogs to enhance learning and experiences for a wide range of viewers.  
South Africa has, of course, experienced significant historical “turns,” both 
political and cultural. In the 1990s, the oppressive and racist systems of apartheid were 
dismantled, ushering in the transformative political turn of the new democracy and the 
election of the nation’s first black president, Nelson Mandela, in 1994. The recognition of 
inclusiveness, unity, and racial equality as critical to the nascent democracy affected a 
cultural turn towards a more multicultural and pluralistic view of South African art,  
invigorated – especially in academia – by postmodern and postcolonial theories. 
Curatorial practice in this period mirrored the political and cultural turns taking shape in 
	




the new democracy, exemplified by such exhibitions as the first South African biennial of 
art, Africus, held in 1995, which represented the broad scope of artistic practice in the 
country and included a training program for young and emerging curators. Since the early 
1990s, curators of the former Wits Art Galleries proposed a multivalent interpretation of 
South African art in exhibitions such as Convention, Context, Change (1992) and Voice 
Overs (2003). These shows expanded readings of historical South African art, informed 
by local art discourses and groundbreaking turns by American curators of African art, 
notably Susan Vogel’s work with the Center for African Art.365  
In company with the new WAM, the emergence of new art galleries, artist-run 
spaces, and cultural non-profit organizations in Johannesburg have bolstered critical 
curatorial practice in South Africa to address the nation’s complex histories, postcolonial 
identities, and global discourses of art.366 For example, the Center for Historical 
Reenactments (CHR), a now-disbanded curatorial collective in Johannesburg 
conceptualized in 2010 by the artists and curators Gabi Ngcobo and Sohrab Mohebbi, 
organized exhibitions and interventions in public spaces to interrogate the legacies of 
colonialism and apartheid on contemporary art and practice. Other curatorial initiatives, 
such as those sponsored by the Visual Arts Network of South Africa (VANSA), which 
maintains an exhibition space in Jeppestown, the contemporary arts programming at 
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Constitution Hill, and more experimental commercial galleries, such as the Kalashnikovv 
Gallery in Braamfontein, are but a handful of projects that have sought to decolonize 
curatorial practice and open the field of curating to more diverse participants. 
The curatorial programs of art museums in South Africa, like WAM, are often 
bound to their permanent collections, the interests of boards and donors, and institutional 
missions. At the same time, museums also have the capacity to attract larger audiences 
and tell more complex stories that cross temporal, geographic, and material boundaries. 
Through exhibitions such as Doing Hair: Art and Hair in Africa and Beadwork, Art and 
the Body: Dilo Tše Dintshi//Abundance, WAM curators asserted the continued relevance 
of black South African art in the contemporary urban cultural setting of Johannesburg. As 
WAM chief curator Julia Charlton stated, “It’s still so much part of people’s lives. 
Traditional forms are present in modern life… .”367 But as art objects move through space 
and time and are displayed in different exhibition settings, art historian Maruška Svašek 
asks: to what extent do these objects remain “the same thing”?368 This question is 
pertinent to how African art, specifically historical South African artworks from the 
Standard Bank Collection, acquired new meanings in the space of WAM’s galleries and 
how the Johannesburg public read these objects in the current cultural and political 
climate. In other words, WAM sought to shift the curatorial emphasis on the aesthetic 
value of individual works of art toward using exhibitions as prompts for public discourse 
around social and cultural issues.  
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 From its highly visible urban location, WAM sought to cultivate both its 
established, white museum-going public (including Wits’ faculty, students and artists) 
and a new counterpublic of black urban residents, each bringing a diverse range of 
associations, backgrounds, and cultural identities into the museum space. Literary theorist 
Michael Warner broadly defines dominant publics as those that take their lifeworlds for 
granted, understanding their infinite address as universal and normal.369 Counterpublics 
maintain, whether consciously or not, an “awareness of their subordinate status” that is 
socially marked by their participation in an alternative, non-dominant discourse.370  
In South Africa, ideas of public and counterpublic were historically determined by 
the racial and economic disenfranchisement of black South Africans during colonialism 
and apartheid. In post-apartheid Johannesburg, members of a counterpublic of the past, 
such as rural black women or political dissidents, may now belong to one or more 
dominant publics, for instance through their affiliation with the popular ideology of the 
African National Congress. Other groups, such as other African nationals in 
Johannesburg, constitute another kind of counterpublic, seeking to fashion their 
subjectivities in relationship to spaces of circulation and sociability in the city.371 Warner 
argues that publics and counterpublics are constituted by mere attention, by virtue of their 
address. A public can be a concrete audience, witnessing itself in visible space, or it can 
come into being in relation to texts and their circulation, such as through books or 
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newspapers.372 Exhibitions are collectively viewed and individually experienced. And 
they can also be interpreted as a kind of text read by different publics, such as school 
groups, Wits students, white museum-going society, and black urban residents entering 
the museum for the first time.  
But exhibitions are not neutral spatial arrangements and inevitably involve 
representational politics.373 Inherent in the display of its collections of black South 
African art by WAM is the still-loaded politics of race and representation. Many young, 
urban black South Africans do not see such South African objects as art. Whereas some 
recognize so-called traditionalist-based art, such as beadwork, as part of “their” culture, 
others construe it as part of the rural past, and its display in the museum as potentially 
“demeaning to contemporary black audiences,” as South African art historian Elizabeth 
Rankin suggests.374 Nessa Liebhammer, former Curator of the Traditional Southern 
African Collections at the Johannesburg Art Gallery, has observed that emerging black 
curators, for example, have tended to eschew interest in collections of historical South 
African art, associating those objects with “the rural and the traditional” in opposition to 
urbanity and contemporaneity.375 As examined in the following sections, the exhibitions 
Doing Hair and Beadwork, Art and the Body: Dilo Tše Dintshi//Abundance generated 
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distinctly different public responses to how WAM curators formulated narratives of black 
South African art, with some black audiences resistant to the museum’s representation of 
black cultural identities. 
 
Politics of Display in Post-Apartheid Johannesburg: Doing Hair: Art & Hair in 
Africa 
 
 The exhibition Doing Hair: Art and Hair in Africa focused on the “multiplicities 
of ways hair has been treated and sculpted across the African continent,” and explored its 
varied aesthetic interpretations in forms of African art.376 Held from August to November 
2014, Doing Hair included African art from the Standard Bank Collection, including 
combs, beaded hairpins, and carved wooden headrests from West, Central, and South 
Africa, integrated with video and photography by contemporary South African artists. 
Doing Hair was the first thematic exhibition that explicitly addressed the popular urban 
culture of Johannesburg, and more specifically, potential visitors from WAM’s 
immediate neighborhood of Braamfontein.377 Lesley Spiro Cohen, the exhibition’s 
project leader, remarked in an interview in the Mail & Guardian that Doing Hair was a 
vehicle to attract new visitors to the museum. As Cohen elaborated, 
[Doing Hair] was the first step in attracting the Braamfontein people … I did a 
quick walk around Braamfontein and there were 50 hair salons in the few streets 
that are immediately adjacent to us. So we thought that we would attract the 
Braamfontein hairdressers and their clients.378 
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Although the curatorial team was racially diverse and the exhibition included artworks 
depicting white hair, WAM received criticism from numerous black museumgoers who 
felt the exhibition portrayed an othering image of Africans. Some considered many of the 
displays as ethnographic — commentary made all the more pointed in the context of the 
commemoration of twenty years of racial equality in South Africa. The exhibition’s 
perceived popular theme, which did not intend to engage with “hair politics,” as Cohen 
further remarked, was in tension with histories of the display of African art by museums 
in South Africa. Doing Hair embodied contradictory aims — one that sought to engage 
with the style, fashion, and sociability of hair aesthetics in urban Johannesburg; and one 
that adhered to the conventions of museum display, which largely centered on presenting 
African art as aestheticized and decontextualized art objects. 
 The show’s thematic premise that “All humans have to ‘deal’ with their hair, to 
‘do’ their hair (or not)” was premised upon the assumption that while the aesthetic and 
cultural meaning of hair in society was acknowledged to be diverse, hair is also an 
essential and shared human physical trait that crosses racial and cultural divides.379 But 
from the colonial period into the apartheid era, the material othering of African hair was 
interwoven with white colonialist views of the racial inferiority of black South Africans. 
Whereas aspects of the exhibition engaged critically with the politics of hair, histories of 
hair and race in South African society precluded the acceptance by some viewers of the 
hypothesis that the aesthetics of hair are culturally universal and politically neutral.  
	




 In the publication accompanying the exhibition Hair in African Art and Culture, 
at the Museum of African Art in New York in 2000 — which took a more explicitly 
anthropological approach than Doing Hair — curators Roy Seiber and Frank Herreman 
cite numerous ethnographic descriptions of African hair by colonial missionaries, 
travelers, and explorers, including this 1713 passage by British explorer Thomas Ashley 
on the South African Khoi  (pejoratively called “Hottentots” in his text): 
In hot Seasons the Hottentot Men go bare-headed, their usual Plaister of Soot and 
Fat excepted. With this, they load their Hair every Day, and it gathers so much 
Dust and Filth, which they leave to clot without ever cleaning it, that it looks like 
a Crust, or Cap, of black Mortar. This, they say keeps their Heads cool. In Winter 
they wear Caps, or rather Bonnets of wild Cat, or Lamb Skins … women wear 
Caps in all Seasons, Day and Night.380 
 
Such degrading descriptors as “filth,” “clot,” and “black” were used by white Europeans 
to reduce black hair practices to primitivizing tropes of African people disseminated to 
the European public in travel writing, postcards, and other print media. Writing in the 
1950s, geneticist and anthropologist Ruggles Gates similarly reduces the aesthetics of 
black South African hair to ethnic stereotypes. He writes, “the hair form of the 
Bush[men] is peppercorn … that of the Hottentots is generally tufted or matted [while 
that of] the Bantu types [is] woolly.”381 Images of African hair as unruly and unclean 
reinforced colonial preconceptions of the uncivilized nature of black South Africans in 
contradistinction to the supposed hygienic and aesthetic superiority of white hair. 
Cultural theorist Homi K. Bhabha writes that colonial powers produced the colonized “as 
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a fixed reality which is at once an ‘other’ and yet entirely knowable and visible.”382 The 
construction of race, as Bhabha continues, is determined through the “circulation of 
subjects and signs.” As an extension of the black body, hair was a potent visual signifier, 
second only to skin color, of observable biological differences between the white settler 
population and black South Africans that became more Draconian during the apartheid 
period.  
 The arbitrary methods of racial classification employed by the National 
Government during apartheid employed the visual markers of race, notably skin color as 
well as  hair texture and color, to categorize South African people into three racial groups 
— white, black, or coloured. One such technique was the infamous “pencil test,” in 
which a pencil was pushed through the hair of a person whose racial identity was not 
clearly discernable. How easily this was accomplished determined his or her race. The 
absurdity of this test demonstrates the measure by which hair was equated with racial 
identity in apartheid South Africa.  
 The legacies of racial discrimination have continued to impact conceptions of 
beauty in postcolonial and post-apartheid South Africa, including with regard to hair. As 
cultural historian Kobena Mercer argues, “distinctions of aesthetic value” are rooted in 
racialized binaries of good/bad and beautiful/ugly in regard to hair.383 South African 
writer Zimitri Erasmus further expounds that in South Africa, “whiteness and ‘degrees of 
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whiteness’ have been regarded as the yardstick of beauty, morality, and social status,” 
and processes of hair-straightening and skin-lightening have “long been part of black 
cultural politics and practice.”384 Thus, many of Doing Hair’s viewers were attuned to 
these histories of black hair, a racially charged and intensely personal issue that remains 
deeply resonant in the current political climate.  
 Organized by a curatorial team affiliated with the Centre for the Creative Arts of 
Africa, the idea for Doing Hair: Art and Hair in Africa arose from the museum’s desire 
to feature depictions of hair in African art, to explore cultural practices of hairstyling in 
contemporary art, and to illustrate the diversity of sartorial hair choices worn by people in 
Johannesburg. Furthermore, with the sponsorship of the fashionable, black-owned hair 
care brand Black Like Me, WAM sought to appeal to mainstream black audiences. 
Through the public endorsement of this African black hair care company — whose logo 
was included in all of the exhibit’s printed materials and advertising — the museum 
validated the exhibition and its depictions of black hair. The vast formal and informal 
network of hair salons and hairdressers in Braamfontein and inner-city Johannesburg, 
forming the exhibition’s target audience, exemplifies how African women challenge 
white cultural norms and constructs of aesthetics and beauty — a concept touched upon 
in one section of the exhibition. But the numerous salons and hair stylists that have 
proliferated in the city since the late 1990s also underscore the economic precarity and 
entrepreneurial ingenuity of African woman. Hairdressing is one of the few avenues of 
income and employment for local and immigrant black women in Johannesburg. In her 
	




study on the epistemologies of hairstyling on Bree Street, Mpho Matsipa observes that 
“by transforming outward appearances, braiding practices have transformed the space of 
the city itself. In so doing black women challenge and call into question the 
colonial/neoliberal city’s colonizing and codifying orders.”385 Mpho also adds that 
increased demand for hairdressing and beauty services, and the transformative power of 
hairstyling, has opened up possibilities for self-presentation, social mobility, and place-
making among African women in the city.386 
 WAM’s interest in engaging with Johannesburg’s fashionable culture through hair 
and hairstyling, which predominantly centered on the hair practices of African women, 
neglected to fully disentangle hair from the fraught political and racial history that 
informed its contemporary reception. The spectral image of hair as a visual signifier of 
racial difference problematized the aestheticization of hair in African art in Doing Hair, 
even as parts of the exhibition attempted to engage with postcolonial and post-apartheid 
politics. Modes of display — from singular artworks in glass cases to multisensory 
installations — represented hair as both cultural object and as part of social processes. 
But in many parts of the exhibition, the image of hair in African art was divorced from its 
relationship to local economies, urban social networks, and the identity formation of 
black women in Johannesburg. It is worth noting that although curators included artworks 
depicting men and women’s hair, criticism of the exhibition came predominantly from 
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black South African women, who are more often pressured than men to conform to 
dominant standards of white beauty and style. 
 The exhibition’s unintended conflicting representations of hair were encapsulated 
in the installation at the museum’s entrance. A wall-mounted case displaying historical 
examples of South African art, such as ornately carved Zulu headrests, Ntwane child 
figures, and studio photographs of isiZulu-speaking men from the 1930s, aimed to show 
depictions of hair in African art in the past (Figure 3.11). On the wall adjacent to this 
display case, co-curators Erin Bosenberg, Shayna Goncalves, and Pamela Phatsimo 
Sunstrum projected a video of women of different races adorned with creative hairstyles, 
which was also accompanied by an audio track of ambient sounds recorded in 
Johannesburg’s hair salons (Figure 3.12). These two displays chronologically bracketed 
the exhibition’s representation of hair in African art — from traditionalist objects and 
colonial era photographs to contemporary artworks. However, the contrast between 
historical depictions of hair and contemporary images of hairstyling interjected an 
unintended anthropological reading of both displays.  
  Although the introductory displays conveyed multiple, potentially conflicting 
meanings for some viewers, several works in the exhibition more overtly challenged the 
political implications of hair texture, color, and style, such as a provocative photographic 
portrait by Johannesburg artist Anthea Pokroy (Figure 3.13). Also placed in the 
museum’s entry gallery, Pokroy’s 2012 digital print Identity Card, part of her ongoing 
icollectgingers series, references the format of official identification cards, such as 




identification control employed by the National Government, such as the notorious 
passbooks black South Africans were required to carry under apartheid. 
 In Pokroy’s image of a freckled, red-haired teenager, the artist constructs four 
descriptive categories to denote her subject’s physical traits — skin (both face and body), 
hair, and eye color. Pokroy also specifies her subject’s “lineage,” described here as of 
Jewish and Scottish descent. But as seen in Pokroy’s source photograph, which was not 
included in the exhibition, her subject is clearly of mixed racial background (Figure 
3.14). In the context of South Africa’s history of racial oppression, the artist’s tongue-in-
cheek quotation of forms of identification, as well as her classification of members of 
what she terms a “ginger race,” is polemical. The artist’s intentional whitewashing of her 
subject’s racial identity, even as a form of critique, reproduces apartheid-era systems of 
racial classification, fictional claims of racial purity, and the appearance of biological 
traits that legitimize white European ancestry. Among the numerous other portraits in 
Pokroy’s series that clearly depict subjects of white European descent, the exhibition 
curators’ selection of this particular image aimed to address the complexity of race in 
South Africa. But in an exhibition largely focused on the representation of black hair, 
Pokroy’s critical commentary was misinterpfreted by some viewers. 
  Throughout the main galleries, curators sought to establish formal and conceptual 
relationships between historical African art and contemporary works in four curated 
thematic sections: “Hair Paraphernalia,” “Hair: Power, Society and Standards of Beauty,” 
“A Cut Above the Rest,” and “Inseparable.” Through these themes, curators integrated 




media installation, and video in order to elicit new conceptual and visual associations 
between artworks. For example, in the section “Inseparable” in the upper-level gallery, 
Makonde mapiko masks from Mozambique and southern Tanzania and Yoruba beaded 
caps from Nigeria were displayed near contemporary portraits of Botswanan judges 
dressed in their court regalia, taken by white South African photographer Pieter Hugo. 
How does this visual comparison lead viewers to read Hugo’s photographs, and 
conversely, how do Hugo’s portraits inform the meaning of Yoruba beaded cap or 
mapiko? Conceptually, this section addressed concepts of the separation of hair from the 
body, alluding to wigs and artificial hair. The vibrant red Yoruba cap (Figure 3.15), 
typically worn by a Yoruba oba (“ruler”) to judge cases in his palace court, resembles, as 
African art historian Ulli Beier has argued, the wigs worn by British barristers.387 With 
the cap isolated and decontextualized on exhibit in the WAM galleries, the agency of its 
maker and wearer becomes tangential to its status as art object.  
 Pieter Hugo’s large-scale color portraits of judges presided visually and 
figuratively over the gallery space. Their white, colonial-era wigs appear contrary to their 
positions of political power in independent, postcolonial Mozambique. The formal 
symmetry between those wigs and the beaded oba’s cap, intentionally emphasized by 
curators, illuminated the influence of colonial secular rule upon African royal authority. 
But the placement of Hugo’s contemporary photographs next to early-twentieth-century 
African art addressed the colonial past without critical recourse. This section could have 
	





productively addressed the legacy of colonialism, including the influence of European 
visual forms on African art and governance, and critically situated white curatorial 
authority within the exhibition narrative. Rather, curators — led in this this section by 
Laura de Becker, Andrew W. Mellon, a Postdoctoral Fellow at WAM — focused on 
formal and thematic linkages between different artworks. The intricate and sumptuously 
beaded Yoruba cap becomes an object of ethnographic speculation while the judges in 
Hugo’s portraits are similarly construed as subjects of ethnographic fascination, their 
regalia more a form of parody than an expression of their political power.  
 Sections that featured contemporary photography, such as video and installation 
art, more impactfully confronted post-apartheid racial politics and the relationships 
between hair, identity, and preconceptions of beauty. The racially diverse team curating 
the final section of Doing Hair, “Hair: Power, Society and Standards of Beauty,” used 
contemporary artworks to interrogate the politics of hair in current society. Through a 
selection of time-based works and artist installations, curators constructed a 
postmodernist landscape of moving images and text that addressed the intersectional 
themes of hair, gender, and race in the country. Cultural historian Amani Morrison refers 
to black women’s hair as “a scriptive thing” that “hails and prompts performances laden 
with sociohistorical meaning.”388 The gendered and racial politics of black women’s hair 
is exemplified by the extensive marketing directed towards women’s hairstyling and 
haircare. From advertisements designed to sway black women toward conforming to 
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white standards of beauty, such as hair straightening, to media images celebrating natural 
black hair as a form of postcolonial visual expression and self-presentation, images of 
black hair are prevalent in popular culture, to which black women continually respond 
and conform.  
Several works in this section also interrogated the visual language of advertising 
directed towards black women and the ways in which popular media control the visual 
meaning of their hair through forms of self-regulation. An interactive installation created 
by the section’s curators, Erin Bosenberg, Shayna Goncalves, and Pamela Phatsimo 
Sunstrum, themselves visual artists, engaged with the performativity of hair, allowing 
viewers to confront their own preconceptions.389 A series of video monitors looped 
advertisements for black hair-straightening products, implying the visual and material 
transgressiveness of “natural” black hair in mainstream media. Mirrors mounted on the 
opposite wall allowed viewers to assess their own personal beauty and reclaim their hair 
identities. But if the mirror is also a frame, the subject becomes its object. The level of 
critique in this section, while pointed, was diffused by the ways in which some viewers 
construed the representation of hair as object and ethnocentric associations with colonial 
and apartheid collecting in other parts of the exhibition.  
 The binary Mercer describes as good/bad hair, relating to racialized standards of 
beauty for black women, received a different approach within the exhibition in regard to 
examinations of men’s hair. The politics of men’s hair centered on its interrelationship 
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with masculinity and aesthetic conformity through two video works that were also 
included in the section “Hair: Power, Society and Standards of Beauty”: Anders Kelto’s 
School Year: A Dress Code to Keep Gangsters Away, 2013, and Paul Emmanuel’s 3SAI: 
A Rite of Passage, 2008. Kelto’s documentary centers on a public high school in a 
township outside Cape Town (Figure 3.16). The film recounts how a black English 
teacher forced her black male students to shave their heads to prevent them from wearing 
the “upper cut,” a hairstyle associated with gangsterism. School Year infers that the 
generational policing of hair is rooted in persistent socioeconomic inequities that 
continue to stereotype life in black townships, and particularly young black men as 
criminals. Emmanuel’s film, meanwhile, responds to ideas of power and control of hair in 
a different social context, documenting a group of young military recruits having their 
heads shaved as part of entering the Third South African Infantry Battalion in Kimberly. 
Emmanuel’s camera focuses on the hands of military barbers precisely buzzing the heads 
of young men with long hair, short hair, curly hair, black hair, and white hair. The film 
suggests that hair, or the lack of it, is a democratizing symbol of shared masculinity and 
ritual bonding among men of different racial backgrounds as a rite of passage.  
 In the different sections of Doing Hair, WAM curators explored depictions of hair 
as symbolic, material, and cultural-social process in African art across different media, 
time periods, and cultures. Mercer further states that although black hairstyling can be 
evaluated as a “popular art form articulating a variety of aesthetic ‘solutions’ to a range 
of ‘problems,’ ” it is still indelibly coupled with ideologies of race and racism.390 
	




Numerous black viewers took offense to what they perceived as a superficial 
representation of black hair and hairstyling by the mostly white curatorial team. For 
example, a glass display case at the end of the basement gallery containing commercial 
hair-care products prompted one viewer to caustically tweet, “Afro combs and cheap 
mirrors. What the Wits Art Museum thinks about Black Hair. Exhibit A” (Figure 3.17). 
While some viewers cited specific displays and took to social media, reviewers writing 
for established print media also commented on the exhibition’s more essentializing 
aspects. A critic from Vanguard Magazine wrote, “What I, and a number of others I did a 
snap survey on, saw was that this is a shallow interpretation of hair on the continent. I did 
not learn anything new, except for the new ways in which I can be othered in South 
Africa.”391 Kira Kemper, of the respected online arts journal ArtThrob, similarly echoed 
this view, writing that although Doing Hair sought to “celebrate the wide variety of 
hairstyles in Africa” and the “sculptural nature of hair,” the exhibition failed to critically 
explore the personal experiences of black women and men.392 Although Doing Hair also 
received positive reviews in the local press and was widely attended by both black and 
white audiences, those critical of the exhibition responded to the perceived control of 
black hair and black racial identity within the contested and historically laden space of 
the art museum.  
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 The politics of hair, to which criticisms of Doing Hair responded, are deeply 
embedded in the fraught legacies of apartheid and the historical formation of the black 
subject by museums in South Africa. Michael Warner contends that counterpublics tend 
to be those in which the “ideology of reading does not have the same privilege” as 
historically dominant publics.393 While the majority of the white museum-going public 
read Doing Hair uncritically, young black urban audiences have actively begun to speak 
out against the exclusion of black voices and the structural inequities within South 
African institutions. Criticisms of Doing Hair, therefore, must be considered within this 
polarized context. Whereas the contemporary artworks by South African artists of 
different racial backgrounds engaged with hair politics, the inclusion of historical African 
objects, which situated African culture for many viewers within a depoliticized and 
ethnographic present, fueled the perception that the curators, and the museum in general, 
perpetuated racial stereotypes of black South Africans. But such critical responses from 
viewers, some of which were highly politicized, raised questions around the display of 
African art in the post-apartheid art museum and whether certain types of objects can be 
entirely shed of its ethnographic associations. 
 Whereas parts of the exhibition sparked controversy, this was not true of one 
section that addressed ideas of hair, style, and fashion from the perspective of those who 
were not WAM curators. In a hallway gallery at the end of the exhibition hung a series of 
self-portraits by University of the Witwatersrand Fine Arts students, including a 
photograph by Albert Ibokwe (Figure 3.18). In his self-portrait, Ibokwe fashioned an 
	




empowering self-image through his elaborate hairstyle. Ibokwe dynamically appropriated 
so-called traditional and contemporary visual forms, expressing how young urbanites in 
Johannesburg borrow freely from different African and global visual idioms to construct 
a distinct black South African identity. Braids and cowrie shells refer to an imagined pan-
African heritage that is simultaneously ambiguous and specific. Through creative 
fashioning and stylization, Ibokwe’s portrait reflects a more complex and heterogeneous 
view of hair. This series of portraits addresses hair and hairstyling as signifiers of a 
politicized, post-apartheid African identity undelimited by ethnic categories — ideas 
taken up in an exhibition of South African beadwork at WAM the following year.  
 
Beadwork, Fashion, and Identity: The Exhibition Beadwork, Art and the Body: Dilo 
Tše Dintshi//Abundance 
 
 Public criticisms of the exhibition, Doing Hair: Art & Hair in Africa, underscored 
the racial and cultural politics of black hair and the representation of the black body as an 
undercurrent in post-apartheid South Africa. Another exhibition at WAM in 2015, 
entitled Beadwork, Art, and the Body: Dilo Tše Dintshi//Abundance, meanwhile, received 
comparably little criticism in the press or by the Johannesburg public in regard to the 
display of South African beadwork, an art form explicitly associated with the black body. 
A tangible correlation to the racial body made the theme of black hair much more 
politically charged than beadwork, even though beadwork has been acquired for its 
aesthetic and cultural value by white collectors and museums since the 1980s. Many 
private and public collections of beadwork in South Africa were assembled as a result of 




apartheid, a circumstance seldom acknowledged by museums.394 The lack of unfavorable 
public responses to Beadwork, Art and the Body, however, also reveals the ways younger 
generations of black South Africans disassociate historical forms of beadwork from 
apartheid’s divisive ethnic categories. In post-apartheid Johannesburg, beadwork is 
integral to an urban self-fashioning that appropriates aesthetic forms from throughout 
South Africa and other regions of the continent (such as the wearing of West African wax 
prints). And like hairstyling, young, urban black South Africans utilize the visual 
symbolism of so-called traditional and contemporary styles of beadwork to assert a 
postcolonial and post-apartheid African identity.  
Beadwork, Art and the Body placed beadwork in this contemporary urban setting 
and articulated several curatorial objectives. Organized by Professor Anitra Nettleton 
with Christopher Richards, Andrew W. Mellon postdoctoral fellow in the Centre for the 
Creative Arts of Africa, the exhibition showcased WAM’s expansive beadwork 
collection to the public and was the first significant exhibition in the new museum to 
focus on a single medium. The exhibition also sought to extricate beadwork from the 
monolithic ethnic categories and fixed typologies of the apartheid past — a reversal from 
Wits’ collecting parameters of the 1970s and 1980s — foregrounding, as Nettleton writes 
in its catalog’s introduction, its “formal compositions, use of colour, mastery of technique 
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and interpretations of convention.”395 Beadwork was shown to be as conceptually 
developed, technically complex, and aesthetically sophisticated as fine art by 
academically trained artists. Furthermore, by exhibiting contemporary forms of 
beadwork, such as new commissions by Umcebo Design in Durban and the Woza Moya 
beading collective in Pietermaritzburg, in addition to the work of contemporary South 
African artists influenced by forms of beadwork, curators contended that beadwork is not 
confined to the historical past but exists in contemporary contexts and is central to the 
visual language of dress and cultural identity in urban Johannesburg.  
 WAM holds one of the most comprehensive collections of South African 
beadwork in the world. From the first items Wits purchased in 1979, beadwork has been 
a strong thematic focus of the Standard Bank Collection. In the late 1970s and mid-
1980s, beadwork collected by Wits was largely attributed to the broad ethnic categories 
constructed under apartheid that correlated ethnicity with spoken language.396 South 
Africa’s different ethnic groups were formerly believed to uniquely produce and wear 
distinctive styles and types of beadwork, such as that made by isiZulu, isiNdebele, and 
isiXhosa speakers, a claim that curators of Beadwork, Art and the Body sought to 
challenge.  
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 Commencing in the mid-1980s, acquisitions of beadwork for the Standard Bank 
Collection were governed by the research interests of Wits’ art history faculty and 
graduate students, such as former Wits Art Galleries curator Rayda Becker’s work on 
Tsonga beadwork and History of Art graduate student Diane Levy’s research on Ndebele 
beadwork. By initiating a collection of beadwork as art, Wits curators sought early on to 
legitimize the artistry and historical and cultural significance of beadwork produced by 
women in South Africa — a form of body adornment that only started receiving 
recognition from American and European scholars of African art history in the 1970s, 
and the attention of art museums in South Africa, such as the Johannesburg Art Gallery, 
in the mid-1980s. 
  Though its extensive beadwork collection spanned from the late nineteenth 
century to the present day, WAM curators structured the exhibition around a loose 
temporal framework — starting with older pieces at the beginning of the exhibition and 
leading up to contemporary artworks in the upper-level gallery. WAM curators also 
organized the majority of works according to where beadwork is conventionally worn on 
the body, rather than by time period, geographic region, or ethnic type, intentionally 
avoiding problematic classificatory distinctions. For example, curators assembled 
groupings of beaded aprons that are worn around the waist, a selection of beaded blankets 
that wrap around the shoulders, and arrangements of smaller pieces that adorn the head or 
neck (Figure 3.19). In this manner, WAM curators uncoupled beadwork from the divisive 
ethnic categories of the past by demonstrating that its styles are conceptually and 




Three ensembles of historical beadwork — attributed to an umXhosa man, a 
Mosotho girl, and umZulu healer (sangoma) — were arranged in a display case at the 
museum’s entrance to demonstrate how beadwork was historically categorized according 
to ethnic group (Figure 3.20).397 The display referenced colonial and apartheid-era 
classifications of beadwork that reinforced ethnicity based upon perceived ‘tribal’ 
identifications, constructs revealed as tenuous in other parts of the exhibition. Early-
twentieth-century ethnographic images of black South Africans, such as the seminal 
photographic archive The Bantu Tribes of South Africa (1928-1954) by the Irish-born 
South African ethno-photographer Alfred Duggan-Cronin, reified colonial imaginaries of 
the African “Other.” South African art historian Michael Godby argues that Duggan-
Cronin repeatedly introduced items of material culture, clothing, and body adornment, 
such as beadwork, into his portraits of black South Africans in order to create a more 
“authentic” indigenous image.398 Beadwork and styles of dress aided ethnographers like 
Duggan-Cronin to visually place black South Africans within what they perceived as an 
identifiable and unchanging tribal past.399 Photographs of beadwork adorning semi-nude 
black bodies further perpetuated exoticizing images of black South Africans, illustrating 
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the essentialized views  of indigenous forms of body adornment as primitive and 
unsophisticated compared to the civilized (i.e. covered) decorum of European-style dress. 
The colonial photographic archive provided anthropologists and African art 
historians in the 1960s to the 1970s with visual documentation of so-called traditional 
forms of beadwork and cultural practices that further ensnared it within finite ethnic 
identities. In publications such as Aubrey Elliot’s The Magic World of the Xhosa (1970) 
and Joan Broster’s The Tembu: Their Beadwork, Songs and Dances (1976), beadwork 
was integral to the authors’ construction of highly romanticized and clichéd images of the 
so-called tribal life of black South Africans, which preserved apartheid-era ideas of 
cultural and ethnic difference and separateness. In Elliot’s book, for example, the 
photographer and social anthropologist captures a series of vignettes of the ritual and 
daily practices of isiXhosa-speaking people. Images, such as Aubrey’s portrait of two  
young isiXhosa speakers wearing beaded attire (Figure 3.21), make clear the prominence 
of beadwork in the author’s preconception of a discernable “Xhosa” identity.400 
Assumptions about cultural cohesion and the continuity of ethnic styles that remained 
unchanged through successive generations of beadwork producers were central to these 
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as Nettleton’s essay in the Beadwork, Art and the Body catalog, suggest that there was likely 
some exchange between Elliott and his subjects. Elliott spoke fluent isiXhosa, which would have 
facilitated communication with the amaXhosa people. Furthermore, the erotic tone of many of the 
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authors’ interpretations of distinguishable cultural traditions, influencing successive 
generations of scholars and collectors.  
In her review of Beadwork, Art and the Body: Dilo Tše Dintshi/Abundance, 
Hlonipha Mokoena, Associate Professor at the Wits Institute for Social and Economic 
Research, observes, “For many visitors to the exhibition, the visual language of ‘reading’ 
beads and beadwork comes from the ethnological pictures that have been the mainstay of 
African anthropology and photography.”401 Mokoena’s remark is not a criticism of the 
exhibition. Rather, she states that the tenacious “binding of beadwork with [ethnic] 
identity” has meant that art museums in South Africa like WAM, have continued to rely 
upon these constructs even as scholars and curators seek to problematize them.402 The 
continued ascription of ethnic categories by WAM curators in the exhibition’s wall labels 
attests to the influence of the colonial archive and the intractability of ethnic categories in 
discussing the provenance of beadwork. The absence of names and biographies of 
individual makers, which were rarely recorded by collectors, historically conflated items 
of beadwork into broad aesthetic and ethnic categories, which has continued to inform 
museum collections. 
Although the exhibition’s wall text used ethnic labels according to acquisitions 
records, the accompanying catalog expanded conceptions of ethnicity and identities that 
confronted ideas of beadwork as bound to fixed ethnic categories.403 Anitra Nettleton’s 
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essay specifically examines these tensions, contending that colonial ethnographers in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, like Duggan-Cronin, invented beadwork 
traditions that perpetuated ideas of “authentic” ethnic styles. Nettleton further argues that 
in spite of the ubiquity and perceived continuity of certain styles of beadwork worn by 
black South Africans by the mid-twentieth century, most forms of beadwork began in a 
“far less coherent, divided and indistinguishable set of fashions.”404 In one example, 
Nettleton uses an early twentieth-century studio photograph of a man identified by his 
hairstyle and beadwork as an isiZulu speaker — coincidentally the same image that was 
among those included in Doing Hair (Figure. 3.22). According to Nettleton, the 
beadwork worn by the subject more accurately represents an expansive “ethnic 
composition” of styles from the region, rather than a singular mode of dress typical of 
isiZulu-speaking men.405 Nettleton’s and others’ essays, including one by South African 
art historian Rayda Becker on Tsonga beadwork, acknowledge the problems inherent in 
the colonial archive and inaccuracies in the identification of beadwork styles by early 
ethnographers, anthropologists, and collectors. Although early documentation of 
beadwork depicts certain fictions (as Nettleton and Becker maintain), the archive also 
provides, as Nettleton also claims, a visual basis for the identification and provenance of 
historical pieces of beadwork acquired by WAM in the 1970s and 1980s. 
In the post-apartheid context, curators of Beadwork, Art and the Body depicted the 
changing meaning and status of beadworks as objects of fashion and beauty. Critical to 
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this premise was the separation of the display of beadwork from associations of the black 
body, a public lesson learned from criticisms of the exhibition Doing Hair. But as is 
explicit by the exhibition’s title, beadwork is a form of adornment worn on the body and 
cannot be completely divorced from function and wearability. Curators debated how to 
appropriately display beadwork in the museum space in order to evoke the body’s 
physical presence without racializing its representation — a practical impossibility given 
that traditionalist forms of beadwork in the Standard Bank Collection are made and worn 
by black, not white, South Africans. Janet Berry Hess writes that in South Africa, “ideas 
and images related to the body have been central to both the construction of identity and 
the exercise of power.”406 Museums are historically contested sites in which images of 
the body, material cultures associated with the body, and in some cases, real bodies were 
exploited and exoticized for white spectatorship, of which these legacies remain visible 
today. For example, the Phansi Museum in Durban which houses the private collection of 
social anthropologist Esther Roberts, displays its collections of beadwork on stuffed 
black dolls that appear outdated and stereotyped (Figure 3.23).  
In order to avoid the fraught politics of placing bodies on display, WAM curators 
commissioned clear mounts made of Perspex (a form of plexiglass) that intimated the 
shape and volume of the body, avoiding the loaded implications of black mannequins or 
dress forms. In her review of Beadwork, Art and the Body, Mokoena further commended 
WAM’s use of plexi forms, affirming “the wearability of beadwork while foregoing the 
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disturbing presence of brown plaster-cast bodies.”407 The exhibition’s assistant curator, 
Christopher Richards, commented that there is no apolitical solution to the display of 
beadwork. Either beadwork is displayed in three dimensions, illustrative of how it is 
worn on the body, or it is shown as a static object, flat in a display case. Both methods 
can be problematic.408 The relative invisibility of the Perspex mounts visually activated 
the beadwork, suggesting how it drapes, hangs, and wraps around a physical body. Its 
presentation resided within the aesthetic realm of art and avoided evocations of 
ethnographic spectacle.   
 The ways in which beadwork is layered and worn on the body are also alluded to 
in the exhibition’s subtitle, which is in both Sepedi and English: Dilo Tše 
Dintshi//Abundance. Each added item of beadwork, such as an apron, belt, or headpiece, 
is not only symbolic of material wealth and independence, but its accumulation is integral 
to the larger communication system of beads. For example, Helene Smuts and Petrus 
Khobongo Mahlangu describe the process of layering beaded ensembles worn by 
amaNdebele women in their essay in the exhibition catalog: 
A beaded apron complements a woman’s collection of beaded blankets … young 
women refer to blanket and apron together as a ‘two-piece.’ The additional 
Nzunza adornments include two beaded headbands: a light string of beads or 
iquibi, worn around the back the head; and crossing over this and the forehead, 
the slightly heavier umkhala.409 
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Curators communicated the aesthetic and cultural concept of abundance through the 
exhibition’s layering, via the vast quantity of beaded items hung together in the gallery 
(Figure 3.24). The nonhierarchical and liberal arrangement of beadwork in the large 
WAM gallery signaled a paradigm shift in the display of African art by the museum. 
Beadwork, Art and the Body negated modernist conventions of display that framed 
African works of art as singular and rarefied objects – conventions typically used by 
WAM and which was the primary strategy used in the presentation of African artworks in 
Doing Hair. While smaller and more fragile items were exhibited under or behind glass 
(for obvious safety and security reasons), the majority of beadwork was displayed 
without the use of mediating devices, such as pedestals, glass cases, or cabinets. In this 
way, WAM curators introduced a mode of presentation visually accessible to a wide 
range of viewers, communicating the abudnant, colorful, material, and tactile language of 
beads.  
 WAM curators posited an alternative reading of beadwork that illuminated 
processes of cultural exchange and stylistic mixing, resonating with the post-apartheid re-
emergence of beadwork in the dress of younger generations of black South Africans in 
urban and peri-urban settings. In her publication Not Only for Its Beauty: Beadwork and 
Its Cultural Significance among the Xhosa-Speaking People, South African 
anthropologist Dawn Costello writes that commencing in the 1990s, there was “a revival 




particular.”410 Mokoena adds in her review of the exhibition that the wearing of beadwork 
today is attached to differing generational concepts of “tradition.” She writes, “For us the 
young, tradition is a pan-African concept that covers the crafts and aesthetics of the 
whole continent, whereas for an older generation, tradition is a more localized and 
ethnically specific term.”411 WAM curators centralized continuations of beadwork in 
post-apartheid contexts — translated by contemporary beadwork artists and collectives 
— and its relevancy to black South African identities, undertaken in the contemporary 
artworks presented in the upper-level gallery. 
Contemporary beaded artworks on display in the mezzanine gallery explored how 
cultural identities are reformulated and claimed by a younger generation of black South 
African artists, such as fashion designer Laduma Ngxokolo, who was represented in the 
exhibition by three knitted garments. Since the debut of his knitwear brand Maxhosa by 
Laduma in 2011, Ngxokolo has incorporated designs inspired by the beadwork of 
isiXhosa speakers in his knitwear collections for men and women. Ngxokolo’s knitted 
black and white women’s cape (Figure 3.25) incorporates his signature geometric 
patterning and the beaded motifs used in the creations of isiXhosa-speakers. Ngxokolo, 
who learned knitting and beadwork from his mother, uses fashion to reclaim and express 
his “Xhosa” heritage. In their introduction to the volume Tribing and Untribing the 
Archive, Carolyn Hamilton and Nessa Leibhammer write, “Contemporary debate has 
shifted the discussion about identity decisively away from essentialized and fixed 
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identities of any kind towards the operation of identity politics and processes of 
identification.”412 In the designer’s adaptation of beadwork designs attributed to isiXhosa 
speakers into his knitted garments, he reformulates and celebrates a fluid and boundless 
“Xhosa” cultural identity for the global stage. Moreover, by creating an international 
fashion brand of knitted garments inspired by forms of beadwork made by isiXhosa-
speaking women, Ngxokolo subverts gendered readings of beadwork as the exclusive 
creations of women.  
Other contemporary beadworks, such as a series of pieces by the Woza Moya 
beadwork collective and the South Africa-based American artist Liza Lou, illustrated the 
conceptual and material boundaries of beads and beadwork in contemporary artistic 
practices. Beads formed the matrix of abstracted beaded panels by Lou and the small, 
beaded portraits by Woza Moya artists. But the inclusion of photographic works by artist 
and activist Zanele Muholi and artist Andrew Putter, who use beadwork in their portraits 
of autochthonous subjects, interrogate ideas about the black body and the politics of 
representation in post-apartheid South Africa. Muholi’s ongoing photographic portraits of 
South Africa’s black LGBTQI community insert queer identities into the photographic 
archive and the country’s visual histories. Muholi’s Mini and Le Sishi, Glebelands, 
Durban, Jan. 2010 (Figure 3.26) quotes from the visual tropes of ethnographic postcards, 
interrogating and destabilizing histories of the colonial and apartheid gaze. In this image, 
Muholi’s gender-queer subjects wear contemporary forms of beadwork typically 
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associated with women and young girls — beaded skirts and collars made of industrially 
manufactured plastic beads, brightly colored plastic bracelets, and combs.413 Their gender 
identities are expressed through the reimagining of their amaZulu cultural identities that 
are re-envisioned to accommodate the queer subject, a paradox Muholi intentionally 
exposes in relationship to the post-apartheid climate of homophobia and violence against 
queer and trans black women. 
Muholi, who identifies as nonbinary, uses beadwork in their photographic 
portraits to expose fixed or binary constructs of gender and cultural identification as 
fictions. South African photographer Andrew Putter also reveals such fictions in his 2013 
series of photographic portraits, Native Work, from which several images appear in the 
exhibition. Putter mines the colonial visual archive as source material, creating black-
and-white portraits of black Capetonians in ‘tribal’ or traditional dress, including 
beadwork, placed alongside color images of the same individuals wearing contemporary 
fashions. Quoting Alfred Duggan-Cronin’s ethno-photography, Putter examines his own 
complicity as a white man in the fraught legacy of black visual representation (Figure 
3.27). By portraying his subjects with “tenderness” in beautifully composed portraits, as 
Putter claims, he legitimizes his access to and reinterpretation of the historical archive in 
the constitution of black subjects, even as he aims to critique it.414 In the absence of 
explanatory wall labels, however, Putter’s photographs had the opposite effect. Even in 
the corresponding color portraits, Putter’s project substantiates his authorial voice, 
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resurfacing the tensions and power dynamics enabled by the white photographic gaze 
rather than a repudiation of white complicity. While Christopher Richards, as curator of 
this section, acknowledged the potential misreading of Putter’s photographs, the inclusion 
of his images aimed to show how contemporary artists extricate beadwork and ethnicity 
from colonial and apartheid histories.415 But given that Putter’s sitters do not wear 
beadwork with their contemporary clothing, Putter’s interpretation of beadwork resides 
exclusively in the cultural past, rather than as an integral part of post-apartheid and 
postcolonial fashion and dress. 
For urban viewers, Beadwork, Art and the Body communicated, as journalist Sue 
Blaine remarked, the “historical depth” of beadwork and showed “the relationship 
between pieces and the body ‘without putting bodies on display’.”416 The complex 
relationship of beadwork in the construction of post-apartheid identities was 
demonstrated by the museum’s diverse visitors, on full view at the exhibition’s opening 
reception. In her review of Beadwork, Art and the Body, Pearl Boshomane observed that 
the exhibition’s reception attracted the “artsy cool kids and their professors,” as she 
identified the event’s inter-generational attendees.417 For example, in an image from the 
opening event, (Figure 3.28) WAM administrator Nomasonto Baloyi wears an ensemble 
of beadwork that layers different contemporary styles, including strands of beaded 
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necklaces made by the Marigold beadwork cooperative.418 Baloyi’s beads are illustrative 
of her vibrant personal style, yet are not culturally specific. Her beadwork shows how 
beads have entered into the contemporary lexicon of fashion by both black and white 
South African consumers. But it was the attire of South Africa’s premiere amaNdebele 
beadwork artists, Esther Mahlangu, Esther Mnguni, and Sophie Mahlangu, that displayed 
the visual impact and power of beadwork. The three artists wore their complete Ndebele 
ensembles, including intricately beaded blankets, neck rings, aprons, and leg bands 
(Figure 3.29). Some visitors construed their heavily beaded attire as ethnocentric and a 
staged performance by the museum.419 But the women, who were in their 70s and 80s, 
voluntarily wore their beadwork as a form of ethnic pride and symbol of their 
amaNdebele cultural identity. As Boshomane concludes in her review, “But the real stars 
of the show were Ndebele artists Esther Mahlangu, Esther Mnguni, and Sophie Mahlangu 
who looked regal in their traditional garb. Everyone wanted to take a picture with the 
ladies who graciously obliged while sharing stories of their heritage.”420 The 
juxtaposition of Baloyi, Esther  and Sophie Mahlangu, and Mnguni, as well as the 
exhibition’s numerous other attendees who showed off their sartorial styles, embodied the 
range in which beadwork functions as a signifier of cultural identification. Beadwork, Art 
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and the Body illuminated the aesthetic and cultural relevance of historical forms of South 
African beadwork, and its ongoing translation in the shaping of post-apartheid South 
African identities.  
 
Conclusion   
On a warm Saturday night in October 2014, a group of artists, Wits students, and 
creatively dressed urbanites packed into the WAM café for a performance by South 
African artist Albert Ibokwe Khoza. Presented as part of the exhibition Doing Hair and 
WAM’s then-new program, “WAM After Dark,” Khoza’s performance aimed to interact 
with Braamfontein’s vibrant nightlife with specialized evening programming intended for 
young urban audiences. Khoza, whose portrait of his elaborate hairstyle hung in one of 
the WAM galleries, uses his nude body — and in this case, elaborate hair extensions — 
to navigate the boundaries between so-called traditional culture (Khoza is also a 
sangoma, or traditional Zulu healer), queerness, and post-apartheid black identity. The 
performance explored the interrelationship between the politics of hair, black South 
African culture, and contemporary arts practices, critical intersections overlooked in the 
reception of Doing Hair. 
Contemporary arts programming, like Khoza’s performance, has facilitated 
WAM’s ability to energize urban audiences — and the city itself — by representing 
diverse artists who base their practices and studios in Johannesburg. WAM has organized 
critically successful exhibitions of the contemporary fine art of black South African 




modernist, Gerard Sekoto, Song for Sekoto, 1913-2013, in 2013. Yet other thematic 
exhibitions, often incorporating works from the Standard Bank Collection, have less 
impactfully interrogated narratives relevant to the museum’s urban context. Ngezinyawo: 
Migrant Journeys, presented in 2015, explored the visual culture related to the country’s 
history of migrant labor. Curators included art forms produced by predominantly black 
South African men living in workers’ hostels during apartheid — such as beaded and 
embellished clothing and carved wood or metal sculptures — and artistic responses to the 
politics of migrancy, such as William Kentridge’s animated film, Mine (1991). While this 
exhibition brought together artworks from WAM’s contemporary and African art 
collections in dynamic juxtaposition, it limited its interpretation of migration to the 
apartheid past. An exploration of the complexity of migration in post-apartheid 
Johannesburg was not examined, noticeably in light of xenophobic violence  in the city in 
2008, and again as recently as 2014, against other African nationals living in 
Johannesburg and the surrounding townships.   
However, some exhibitions, such as Fak’Ugesi Lab: Exploring Technologies from 
the Future in 2015, held in conjunction with the Fak’Ugesi Digital Innovation Festival in 
Johannesburg (a collaboration between Tshimologong Digital Innovation Precinct and 
the Wits School of Arts, Digital Arts Department), have successfully attracted urban 
audiences. The program of exhibitions in WAM’s first two years attests to its desire to 
establish connections with and relevance to the city’s constantly changing social and 
cultural dynamic. The fact that the museum did not always succeed in conveying the 




critically to the content of exhibitions in unexpected ways. The successes and 
shortcomings of this enterprise reveal the challenges the museum has faced, and will 
continue to face, in the construction of its own urban, post-apartheid identity and its 





The Future of the Wits Art Museum: A Process Towards Decolonization? 
____________________ 
On the evening of June 6, 2016, an audience gathered in the Point of Order gallery in 
Johannesburg to hear a panel discussion on the topic of a recent and controversial 
exhibition presented at the Wits Art Museum (WAM), entitled Black Modernisms in 
South Africa (1940-1990). The WAM exhibition, curated by Anitra Nettleton, Professor 
Emeritus at the University of the Witwatersrand, with the assistance of  WAM Research 
Associate Same Mdluli and artist Bongani Mahlangu, assembled the works of some of 
South Africa’s foremost black modern artists, such as Gerard Sekoto, George Pemba, and 
Sydney Kumalo, from the museum’s permanent collections. Criticism centered on the 
exhibition’s perceived narrow scope – due in part to the limited number of works by 
modern black artists in WAM’s collection – but critics also questioned the museum’s 
authority, as a predominantly white institution, to represent black South African art 
histories.421 The unfavorable response to this exhibition by some black viewers pointed to 
ongoing contestations around race, representation, and cultural memory in the museum – 
issues that have haunted art museums in South Africa for decades. 
	
421 Black Modernism in South Africa (1940-1990) was organized in conjunction with a conference 
at Wits entitled Multiple Modernisms, organized by an international research collective whose 
members include Nettleton. This conference aimed to expand conceptions of so-called Western 
modernism as an art historical category; the exhibition was one of its events. The exhibition was 
not intended, therefore, as a comprehensive survey of black modern art, but rather a thematic 




The panel conversation, aptly entitled “Black Artists, White Labels,” was 
specifically convened to respond to a provocative article by Lwandile Fikeni, a 
Johannesburg-based writer, journalist, and cultural critic. Fikeni’s article, entitled “Black 
Modernisms, White Saviors,” published in that May in the Johannesburg newspaper, City 
Press, challenged the museum’s justifications for mounting the exhibition. He wrote, 
“Tensions over who has the legitimate claim and authority to frame the black modernist 
tradition in our art simmers beneath the Black Modernisms in South African (1940-1990) 
exhibition on at the Wits Art Museum.”422 Fikeni’s editorial prompted a series of very 
public and heated counterarguments published in City Press between Fikeni, Nettleton, 
Mdluli, and Mahlangu, who each elaborated upon their respective viewpoints and roles in 
organizing the exhibition. Convened by the socially engaged group Black Mark 
Collective, the panel included Fikeni, curator Khwezi Gule, Wits art historian Rory 
Bester, artist Sharlene Khan, and moderated by the Wits art historian Nontobeko 
Ntombela.423 While both Mdluli and Fikeni served as panelists, Nettleton was neither 
present nor invited to the event. The panelists generally avoided what had progressed into 
personal accusations, delving instead to issues that lay at the foundation of recent 
decolonization debates, including institutional power, the myth of transformation, and 
problems in the representation of black artists, of which the Wits Art Museum stood as a 
prominent and visible example.  
	
422 Lwandile Fikeni, “Black modernisms and white saviors,” City Press, May 1, 2016, 5. 
423 The Black Mark Collective is a Johannesburg-based group of black art historians, writers, and 




This dissertation has proposed that through the collection and display of African 
art in the former Gertrude Posel Gallery, and today in the Wits Art Museum, Wits 
curators and art historians sought to represent the artistic heritage of South Africa, 
including black South African art forms that had been historically and institutionally 
marginalized through processes of colonialism and apartheid. Even so, as the City Press 
editorials and subsequent panel testify, black artists, scholars, and curators are now 
holding those with curatorial authority accountable and asking for equity and 
representation in constructing black art historical narratives. Many criticisms of the Wits 
Art Museum have fallen along racial lines, with black artists and curators noting that 
white South Africans continue to hold institutional power. In other quite literal words,  
issues of black and white matter in regard to the reception of exhibitions at post-apartheid 
museums. Wits political studies scholar Antje Schumann articulates this shift in the 
discursive terrain: 
Until recently, the labelling of “black” or “white” seemed to be a faux pas, 
something, if you know the codes, you can only whisper behind your hand; 
scholars would refer to their research as having taken place in a low income area 
southwest of Cape Town that everyone knows is a black “informal settlement” 
(slum). Suddenly “black” and “white” appears [sic] to be omnipresent, newly 
liberated signifiers in public speech.424 
 
As Schumann further posits, at the center of these newly mobilized racial constructs are 
“the conditions of coloniality” that continue to inform political and cultural discourses in 
post-apartheid South Africa.425 Today a mostly young, politicized generation is 
	
424 Antje Schuhmann, “Decolonization and Denazification: Student Politics, Cultural Revolution, 
and the Affective Labor of Remembering,” Critical Philosophy of Race 5.2 (2017), 298. 




challenging the legacies of colonialism and apartheid, with political motivations that have 
moved beyond their parents’ anti-apartheid struggles to address new concerns of 
inclusivity and calls for the decolonization of institutional power structures. 
Recent discourses around decolonization in South Africa grew out of student 
protests at the University of Cape Town (UCT), beginning on March 9, 2015, against the 
presence of a bronze statue of a seated Cecil Rhodes on the university campus. Rhodes, a 
British mining magnate and imperialist (he was Prime Minister of the Cape Colony from 
1890 to 1896), exploited land for profit and remains an enduring symbol of the racist 
legacies of colonialism and apartheid. The initial protests quickly metamorphosed into 
the more encompassing “Rhodes Must Fall” campaign, which sparked other, widespread 
initiatives of “Fallism” (the movement’s general, self-appointed label), including 
#RhodesSoWhite, #OpenStellenbosch, #TransformWits, #KingGeorgeMustFall, 
#TheStatueMustFall, and #FeesMustFall. The Fees Must Fall campaign in particular, also 
active on the University of the Witwatersrand campus, addressed systemic inequities 
within historically white universities and the urgent need for these universities to position 
black subjectivities at the center of their curricula.  
Specific measures called for in the decolonization of South African universities 
included hiring black academics, dismantling the dominance of Eurocentric curricula and 
language policies, renaming buildings and removing statues, and issues related to socio-
economic justice such as the cost of tuition and fees.426 Whereas decolonization has 
broadly centered on institutions of higher education, the movement also implicated the 
	




country’s cultural institutions, including museums. As part of the University of the 
Witwatersrand, the Wits Art Museum is supported by pedagogies of the Departments of 
Fine Arts and History of Art, as well as other departments and academic interests within 
and outside of the university. Moreover, the Standard Bank Collection’s primary 
objectives are the development of research and education around African art. How, then, 
does a process of decolonization translate within the context of the Wits Art Museum and 
its collections? What are reasonable expectations and responsible outcomes for a process 
of decolonization within the museum’s current administrative and programmatic 
structure?  
Cultural historian Achille Mbembe theorizes that decolonization, as it pertains to 
higher education, is global and encompasses two interconnected ideas. First, it is a 
critique of dominant, Eurocentric pedagogies that continue to centralize European 
pedagogical traditions. These traditions have produced “universal” systems of 
anthropological knowledge that have constituted so-called “Others.” But the Eurocentric 
view, as Mbembe argues, “never fully acknowledges these Others as thinking and 
knowledge-producing subjects.”427 Necessary to a critique of these traditions in South 
African institutions is imagining what an alternative model might look like: one in which 
knowledge production is open to “epistemic diversity.” The pursuit of a plurality of 
knowledge in the academy, which Mbembe terms a “pluriversity,” is a horizontal process 
of openness and dialogue encompassing heterogeneous epistemic traditions.428  
	
427 Achille Mbembe, “Decolonizing the university: New directions,” Arts & Humanities in Higher 
Education, Vol. 15, No. 1 (2016), 36. 




As cultural institutions with educational missions, art museums must also address 
their underpinning Eurocentric systems of knowledge production and recognize the 
colonial power structures and material conditions under which many art collections were 
assembled. Recent demands for decolonization in the United States have explicitly 
targeted cultural institutions and the white supremacist structures that govern them. 
Although the specific sociopolitical and cultural histories that inform decolonizing 
discourses in the United States are distinct from those that took place in 2015-2016 South 
Africa, decolonization in both contexts seeks to decenter universal systems of knowledge 
and power, reimagining cultural models as nonhierarchical and inclusive. As this 
dissertation has illustrated, the concept of the art museum in South Africa is an imported 
construct, whose collections and exhibition policies were founded upon a Eurocentric 
worldview and aesthetic framework that privileges unique masterpieces and individual 
artists. Contested discourses surrounding cultural institutions in the United States are 
therefore relevant to South African museums, and illuminate what decolonization implies 
for the Wits Art Museum. 
 At the time of this writing, protests have erupted in the United States fighting 
against racial violence against black, brown, and indigenous people in cities across the 
country that have had direct, and often incisive repercussions for art museums.429 
Discourses around decolonization that have surfaced in tandem with larger protest 
	
429 For example, following the protests that erupted after the murder of George Floyd by police in 
2020, many art museums across the United States made solidarity statements and posted artworks 
by black artists in support of Black Lives Matter and other activist groups on the front lines. 
These statements have since been criticized as hollow and self-aggrandizing gestures in place of 




movements, such as Black Lives Matter, are confronting the legacies of colonialism, 
Eurocentrism, and systems of white supremacy that have shaped cultural institutions and 
their collections. The assertion that art museums are not neutral and preserve dominant 
white art histories over those of black, Native American, Latinx, and immigrant 
communities, for example, has informed debates around restructuring or dismantling the 
very foundation of the museum. Further, activist groups and platforms, such as Museums 
are Not Neutral, Decolonize This Place, and Decolonize Our Museums contend that 
museums have historically promoted a universal cultural paradigm oriented towards a 
predominantly white gaze that has produced trauma and violence in non-white museum 
audiences, and continues to do so. Whereas calls for cultural decolonization in the United 
States are often specific to individual institutions and the communities they serve, they 
extend to broadly address the need for radical systemic change.430 The desire for 
transparency in institutional histories and collections, representing different knowledge 
systems in the construction of art histories, and creating greater equity in positions of 
curatorial and administrative authority, are but a few examples of called-for changes that 
extend beyond merely diversifying collections.  
	
430 In 2018, the Brooklyn Museum in Brooklyn, New York was the target of actions by the 
collective Decolonize This Place, who challenged the museum following the hiring of two white 
curators in the departments of African Art and Photography despite being located in a largely 
black neighborhood. Among other actions, Decolonize This Place issued an open letter to the 
museum calling on its administrators and boards to address the lack of diversity in its hiring 
practices, the colonial histories of the museum’s non-western collections, and other perpetuated 





 While larger institutional changes in museum culture are mandated, the colonial 
origins of African art collections in European and American museums have sparked more 
targeted controversies as activists call for the restitution of art and artifacts believed to 
have been stolen from formerly colonized African countries. The now famous scene in 
the 2018 Marvel film, Black Panther, where the character of Killmonger confronts a 
white museum curator over the unlawful origins of African artworks on display, brought 
the colonial histories of Euro-American museum collections into the mainstream. 
Congolese artist and activist Mwazulu Diyabanza, meanwhile, has led a personal 
campaign to reclaim stolen African artworks from museums in Europe. Among the 
actions Diyabanza has taken, in June of 2020 he dislodged an African funeral post from a 
display at the Quai Branly Museum in Paris while live-streaming a speech about 
plundered African art.431 
  In response to the colonial origins of many of the nation’s historical art 
collections, French President Emmanuel Macron commissioned the Savoy-Sarr report in 
2018. Written by economist Felwine Sarr and art historian Bénédicte Savoy, the report 
outlines a multi-year and multifaceted plan for French museums to undertake a process of 
restitution of African artworks in collaboration with African researchers. This report had 
a global impact, influencing not only European museums with African art collections 
acquired during the colonial period, but also museums in the United States that are under 
	
431 Diyabanza was arrested and fined for attempted theft, even though he claimed he did not 
intend to steal the African artwork. Other activists and the artist’s defense lawyers claimed that 
what was on trial was the West’s continued complicity in harboring stolen artifacts, and that 




pressure to re-evaluate their own collections. In 2014, for example, the Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston, returned eight artworks to Nigeria that were initially proposed as part of a  
bequest to the museum after problems arose around their provenance. The repatriation of 
African objects to their countries of origin is one of the thornier issues facing American 
and European museums. But how do these issues relate to South African museums, and 
the Wits Art Museum specifically, which are located on the African continent and have 
collected, preserved, and displayed African art objects in similar fashion?  
Debates around restitution in South Africa have largely centered on the 
redistribution of land and material wealth, denied to or stolen from black South Africans 
under colonialism and apartheid. Although issues of restitution have not been specific to 
the collections of art museums in South Africa, since the 1980s several institutions, 
including the University of the Witwatersrand Art Galleries, the Johannesburg Art 
Gallery, and the South African National Gallery, have prioritized repatriating historical 
South African art removed from the country during the colonial period, as part of a larger 
set of changes to collecting and exhibition policies. In the 1990s the repatriation of South 
Africa’s black cultural heritage became increasingly politicized during the country’s 
transition toward the new democracy. In her essay on South Africa’s culture of 
collecting, art historian Sandra Klopper writes:  
Following the unbanning in 1990 of the African National Congress (ANC) and 
other political organizations, the clamor to repatriate indigenous art forms for 
“heritage” collections became increasingly intense. Thus, for the first time in their 




collecting works by either African modernists or their rural counterparts suddenly 
began to formulate repatriation policies.432 
 
Since 1990, the South African National Gallery, for example, has made it an explicit 
mandate to collect works representing the nation’s black South African artistic heritage, 
citing the need “to repatriate art works which were taken out of the area principally 
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.”433 The Johannesburg Art Gallery also 
acquired a substantial collection of mostly nineteenth-century black South African art 
from the London-based collector Jonathan Lowen in the early 1990s under similar 
circumstances. Critical to the formation of the Standard Bank Collection in 1979 was the 
conviction that many of South Africa’s diverse art forms were not only lost due to 
processes of colonization but were also disappearing into the hands of foreign 
collectors.434 In 2004, Wits and the Standard Bank revised the legal agreement governing 
the Standard Bank Collection to unequivocally state the objective “to repatriate lost art 
heritage [sic] where affordable and desirable.”435  
Leading up to and after the first democratic elections in 1994, different types of 
museums in South Africa acquired collections of historical South African art. Collections 
of beadwork, for example, are held by general history museums such as MuseuMAfrica, 
heritage sites such as Freedom Park, and art museums including the Durban Art Gallery, 
	
432 Sandra Klopper, “South Africa's Culture of Collecting: The Unofficial History,” African Arts, 
Vol. 37, No. 4, Art and Freedom: South Africa After Apartheid (Winter 2004), 23. 
433 Marilyn Martin, “The Rainbow Nation: Identity and Transformation,” Oxford Art Journal, 
Vol. 19, No. 1 (1996), 4. 
434 This was due, in part, to the economic crises of the late 1970s and early 1980s and the low 
value of the South African Rand, which attracted foreign collectors to acquire relatively 
inexpensive South African art. 
435 University of the Witwatersrand. Deed of Trust Document, the Standard Bank Limited and the 




the Tatham Art Gallery in Pietermaritzburg, and the South African National Gallery in 
Cape Town. While some historical collections have languished in storerooms and in 
dimly lit displays, the broad museum representation of historical South African art forms 
has enabled a larger cross-section of the South African public to view and interpret these 
collections that are not exclusive to art-savvy, gallery-going audiences.  
But audiences appear less concerned by objects in the collections of South 
African museums; their criticism stems from how meaning is produced within them. 
Mbembe provides insight, writing that a key element in the decolonization of higher 
education is access, the democratization of learning and knowledge.436 Currently in many 
South African museums access often comes through educational programming; the Wits 
Art Museum has developed a robust outreach agenda developed by Leigh Leyde, 
Education Curator, for learners of all ages.437 Although WAM’s educational 
programming creates multisensory experiences for school-age patrons, as well as Wits 
students and adulty groups throughout the year, ideas of  decolonization imply broader 
access to spaces of knowledge production within the museum, such as more inclusivity in 
curatorial and administrative structures.  
	
436 Mbembe, 30. 
437 The education program of the Wits Art Museum is primarily for young audiences and families 
in Johannesburg. In addition, WAM has collaborated with Wits Fine Arts and History of Art 
students, such as in the Object Biographies research project led by artist and Wits Principle Tutor 
Joni Brenner. In this class-based project, Wits students select an object from WAM’s collection 
that lacks substantial provenance. Students conduct in-depth research, their findings produced in 




In 2016, WAM’s Centre for the Creative Arts of Africa closed due to lack of 
funding.438 Anitra Nettleton, the Centre’s then Director, had retired earlier that year from 
her post as Professor in the Wits Department of History of Art. As a leading scholar in 
the field of African art in South Africa, Nettleton had been integral to the development of 
the Standard Bank Collection since its founding in the late 1970s. Through the Centre, 
Nettleton and a team of postgraduate researchers had provided academic and curatorial 
oversight of the Standard Bank Collection, including curating such exhibitions as 2015’s 
Beadwork, Art and the Body: Dilo Tše Dintshi//Abundance (discussed in Chapter Three). 
Recent criticism of the museum coupled with the closure of the Centre prompted WAM 
curators, who were less knowledgeable in the field of African art history, to consider new 
approaches to displaying the Standard Bank Collection. Consequently, two exhibitions 
presented by the Wits Art Museum — From the Heart: Personal Perspectives on the 
WAM Collection in 2016, and Overtime: Representations, values, and imagined futures of 
‘classical African Art’ presented in 2017 — took as their premises ideas of access and 
inclusiveness that began to address decolonialization within the museum.  
From the Heart: Personal Perspectives on the WAM Collection sought to 
democratize the museum’s curatorial authority through a non-hierarchical, multi-
generational, and multi-racial approach to exhibition-making. From the Heart was 
	
438 The Centre for the Creative Arts of Africa was a research center responsible for promoting 
scholarly study into the many creative forms of art in Africa, many of which are represented in 
the collections of the Wits Art Museums. The Centre had received a multi-year Andrew W. 
Mellon Foundation grant for this purpose; part of the reason for its closure was the fact that the 
Mellon Foundation did not renew this funding. The Centre was not able to secure additional 
grants. The Centre had supported several postdoctoral research fellowships to develop scholarship 





initiated by Same Mdluli and Tatenda Magaisa, Research Associates at WAM, and 
Emery Patrick Effiboley, Postdoctoral Research Fellow in the Centre for the Creative 
Arts of Africa. It also involved the participation of the entire museum staff. As the title 
suggests, each staff member selected two “classical” African artworks from the Standard 
Bank Collection for display in the exhibition, accompanied by written statements.439 The 
exhibition transposed the hierarchical positions of individual staff members to unseat the 
traditional role of museum curator as the sole architect and author of exhibitions. Staff 
members that work as preparators, public relations staff, front desk personal, and the 
museum’s professional curators contributed on equal terms and collaborated on the 
formulation of the show’s content.  
From the Heart questioned the museum as a space in which the production of art 
historical knowledge derives from the authority of a relative few. It challenged the highly 
formalist aesthetic conventions of African artworks employed by museum curators and 
art historians, creating opportunities for more experiential and personal perspectives. 
Curator-participants of different racial and cultural backgrounds approached their 
selected artworks according to a range of subjective criteria — aesthetic, material, 
familiar, functional — that were not necessarily predicated upon their cultural 
backgrounds: objects were not exclusively read according to the curators’ racial or ethnic 
affiliation but rather through other visual and sensory prompts (although these 
associations sometimes overlapped). In the accompanying catalog, when asked, “What 
	





does African Art mean to you today?”  (questions were the same for all participants), 
Gontse Mathabathe, Marketing Coordinator, answers: 
Living and working in urban and western-influence spaces means that I have to 
conform to particular ways of dressing. This puts “African Art” objects in a 
knotted mess, on one hand I’ve grown a strong desire to wear them and use them 
in daily life as a way of reclaiming my culture and blackness. On the other hand, 
my limited access to them and experience of them in the museum space has 
caused a physical drift, where I’m progressively losing touch with how they feel 
and are made.440 
 
Responding to the same question, Visitor Coordinator Vuyiswa Ngesman replies: 
African art as is [sic] today means for centuries, decades my people [sic] stories 
are told on their behalf, my forefathers’ lives are viewed and concluded by 
someone who would never share the same sentiments as the owners of the objects. 
Yes research is done literature is there but to me is no different to a broken or 
static telephone message!!! The objects have lost their unique story.441 
 
As Mathabathe’s and Ngesman’s responses underscore, to many urban viewers 
“classical” African art objects are not necessarily appreciated within the rarefied 
framework of art but are instead viewed as social objects that no longer hold cultural or 
social meaning. While museum curators acknowledge this decontextualization in their 
written statements, the ways African art was displayed in the exhibition remained largely 
unchanged. African artworks were set on pedestals, hung individually on gallery walls, or 
placed in vitrines and cases. And whereas the show’s organizational process was 
	
440 Gontse Mathabathe, From the Heart: Personal Perspectives on the WAM Collection, ed. 
Emery Patrick Effiboley, Same Mdluli, and Tatenda Magaisa (Johannesburg: Wits Art Museum, 
2016), 23. 
441 Vuyiswa Ngesman, From the Heart: Personal Perspectives on the WAM Collection, ed. 






horizontal and open-ended, as Mbembe’s process for decolonization proposed, the gallery 
installation remained largely within museum aesthetic conventions. 
The inversion of the process of knowledge production within the museum, in 
which exhibitions are typically undertaken by specialized curators and academically 
trained art historians, was also the premise of Overtime: Representations, values, and 
imagined futures of ‘classical’ African Art. Held in February-April 2017 and conceived 
by Research Assistants Tatenda Magaisa and Katleho Shora, the exhibition sought to 
subvert the aesthetic structure of the museum as an analytic frame. Overtime 
provocatively challenged how the museum orders and constructs the value of African art 
through the language of display more directly. Overtime adopted a similar premise to 
From the Heart, with respondents invited to select African artworks from the Standard 
Bank Collection. But unlike From the Heart, in which textual responses expanded on the 
works’ personal meaning, Overtime’s respondents also implemented interventions within 
the gallery space. The exhibition’s curatorial premise also aimed to foreground the 
perspectives of a young, black generation, many of them fine arts students in the Wits 
Department of Fine Art, who are falsely perceived as dismissive or uninterested in 
historical African art forms.  
As this dissertation has discussed, African art objects are not simply selected from 
storerooms and placed on pedestals or in glass cases in a meaningless fashion but are 
collected and displayed as part of larger institutional and intellectual processes of 
aestheticization that have been largely accepted as unproblematic. Participants working 




their selected artworks through diverse media, often reproducing or remaking them 
through photographs or video or placing them within constructed installations, resulting 
in highly visual and evocative displays in the gallery setting. For example, Lebogang 
Mabusela, a third-year fine arts student at Wits, created an installation using items of 
beadwork. She chose several pieces of beadwork from the Standard Bank Collection on 
which to base her installation, including a beaded dance medallion and beaded necklaces. 
Rather than displaying these actual items in the exhibition, she fabricated facsimiles 
using similar types of beads and hung them in the gallery next to a mirror, inviting 
participants to try them on. Lebogang writes in her catalog entry:  
What I am communicating through my installation is that it is okay to wear 
beadwork. The pots, the masks, the spoons, the dishes, the earrings, ear plugs, 
textiles, bracelets and braces can be worn; they can be personal and have been 
personal. These objects have uses and functions. So should WAM not make these 
objects available to be used?442 
 
By encouraging viewers to try on the beaded facsimiles, Mabusela symbolically broke 
down physical and visual barriers constructed by museums, such as placing art objects 
behind glass or in other ways that prohibit physical interaction. In so doing, she set 
African art objects in relationship to lived experience. She emphasized that the language 
of beadwork was made to be conversational and accessible to viewers of all racial and 
ethnic backgrounds, rather than removed from the lived nature and tactility of the 
medium. 
	
442 Lebogang Mabusela, “Mosola wa go Boloka Difaga tsa Setso,” Overtime: Representations, 





 Writing about the representation of Native American history in museums in the 
United States, museum practitioner and scholar Amy Lonetree argues that a decolonizing 
museum practice must entail a process of truth-telling around the trauma of colonialism 
that extends beyond collaborative and shared curatorial authority with indigenous 
communities. Only through creating transparency around how collections are assembled, 
and the histories they tell, or have told in the past, can indigenous healing, self-
empowerment, and nation-building begin.443 South African art historian Nontobeko 
Ntombela similarly observes the “default of absence” within the museum space.444 In this 
sense, Ntombela suggests that museums and curatorial authority continue to support the 
erasure of black South Africans’ historical trauma not only through decontextualizing art 
objects but also with one-sided exhibition narratives. By mounting exhibitions such as 
From the Heart and Overtime, WAM began to open its collections to interpretations to 
others outside of the expertise of trained curators and art historians.  
 In the late 1970s, Wits and the Standard Bank undertook the largely 
unprecedented approach of placing African art in the aesthetic context of the art gallery. 
So doing, they countered the ethnographic associations constructed by colonialism and 
the racist ideologies of apartheid that black South Africans were without art or art history. 
Wits contributed to the institutionalization of African art in South African museums, 
simultaneously expanding the canon of South African art to include that of the majority 
black population. But what appeared urgent in the 1980s and 1990s, has diminished in the 
	
443 Amy Lonetree, Decolonizing Museums: Representing Native America in National and Tribal 
Museums, University of North Carolina Press, 2012.  




post-apartheid climate and amidst discourses of decolonization in which some view the 
art museum as a relic of the past. Wits’ previous goals of redressing the social and 
political legacies of colonialism and apartheid, and establishing greater representation in 
museum collections, are no longer enough. Of paramount importance, museums need to 
create opportunities for greater equity and diversity within their staff, steps WAM has 
recently taken by hiring, for the first time, a black South African curator for its African 
art collections, as well as expanding its racial diversity in upper-level staff positions.445 
But processes of decolonization, as Amy Lonetree suggests, also necessitate integrating 
philosophies, histories, and the spectrum of identities into the exhibition space. In 
approaching the process of curating as collaborative and open-ended, WAM could play 
an impactful role within the city of Johannesburg. 
   
  
	
445 Upper-level staff positions held by black South Africans is not unprecedented at Wits. The 
black South African artist and arts administrator, Moleleki Frank Ledimo, was appointed as Head 










Figure 1.1 Artist unrecorded. Liphotho (Married Woman’s apron), c. 20th century, hide, 
beads, textiles, 51 x 42.5 cm. Collection of the Wits Art Museum, Johannesburg. 








Figure 1.2  Interior view of the Pitts Rivers Museum, c. 1895. Illustrated in Annie 
Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture and Popular Imagination 







Figure 1.3 Interior of the South African Museum , c. 1880. Illustrated in Roger Summers, 











Figure 1.4 Sydney Kumalo, Head, 1965, bronze, 59(h) cm. Illustrated in The Visual 









Figure 1.5 Installation view of Primitive Negro Art, April 11, 1923 through May 20, 









Figure 1.6 Installation view of African Negro Art, March 18, 1935–May 19, 1935. 
Photographic Archive. The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York. IN39.2. 







Figure 1.7  Artist unrecorded. Pedi initiation figures, date unrecorded, patinated wood, 
(left) 54 x 17.5 cm. (right)  46.5 x 19 cm. Collection of the Wits Art Museum, 








Figure 1.8 Artist unrecorded. Venda Matano figures for Domba, c. 1977, unfired clay, 
seeds, pigment,  (left) 16(h) cm. and (right) 11.5 x 11.5 cm. Collection of the Wits Art 







Figure 1.9 Nelson Mukhuba, one of series of four matano figures for Domba, 1977, 
patinated wood, 93 x 16.5 cm. Collection of the Wits Art Museum, Johannesburg. 








Figure 1.10 Installation view of Masterpieces from The Museum of Cultural History, 
1979. Museum of Cultural History at the University of California, Los Angeles. 
Illustrated in Michael R. Orwicz, “Masterpieces from the Museum of Cultural History,” 















Figure 1.12 Sculpture from West Africa. Illustrated in African Tribal Sculpture catalog 






Figure 1.13 Sculpture from Central Africa. Illustrated in African Tribal Sculpture catalog 







Figure 1.14. South African sculpture. Illustrated in African Tribal Sculpture catalog 


















Figure 2.1. Exhibition catalog cover. Ten Years of Collecting (1979-1989), edited by 
David Hammond-Tooke and Anitra Nettleton (Johannesburg: University of 














Figure 2.2. Artist unrecorded, Nceka (detail), date unrecorded, textile, wool, safety pins. 













Figure 2.3.  Artist unrecorded, Zulu Iwaistikoti (beaded waistcoat), date unrecorded, 









Figure 2.4. Artists unrecorded, Ndebele beaded dolls, date unrecorded, beads, textile, 
other materials, left) 62(h) cm. (Center) 80(h) cm. (right) 47.5(h) cm. Illustrated in Ten 
Years of Collecting (1979-1989), edited by David Hammond-Tooke and Anitra Nettleton 









Figure 2.5. Exhibition catalog cover. Elizabeth Rankin, Images of Wood: Aspects of the 










Figure 2.6. Exhibition catalog cover. Steven Sack, The Neglected Tradition: Towards a 









Figure 2.7. Titus Moteyane, Pan AM 747, c. 1983, tin, wire, Perspex, plastic, wheels, 
pigment. Illustrated in Gavin Younge, Art of the South African Townships (London: 










Figure 2.8. Claudette Schreuders, Anna, 2008, Yelutang wood and enamel paint, 2 x 9 x 








Figure 2.9. Artist unrecorded, Tsonga initiation figures, c. late 19th century, painted 
wood, (left) 97(h)  cm. (right) 97(h) cm. Collection of the Wits Art Museum, 








Figure 3.1 Museum staff hanging the advertising banner for the exhibition Doing Hair: 
Art and Hair in Africa outside of the Wits Art Museum, Johannesburg, in 2014. Courtesy 









Figure 3.2. Pretoria and Claim Streets in the inner-city neighborhood of Hillbrow, 
showing businesses, street trading, and former office buildings converted into residences. 








Figure 3.3. View of Main Street, Maboneng Arts Precinct, Johannesburg. Along this 
main thoroughfare are restaurants, bars, a cinema, a theater, and boutiques, as well as a 






Figure 3.4. Map of Johannesburg showing cultural institutions and major tourist 






















Figure 3.6. Street view, c.2003, of the former Lawsons Corner at the intersection of 
Jorissen and Bertha streets, Johannesburg. Image shows the former petrol station and auto 









Figure 3.7. Exterior view of the Constitutional Court in Johannesburg, with its highly 










Figure 3.8. Entrance to the Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg. Entry tickets are 
randomly assigned a racial category. Visitors must pass through one of two 




















Figure 3.10. Interior view of Wits Art Museum lobby. The tiled detail on the upper wall 









Figure 3.11. Display case at the entrance to Doing Hair: Art & Hair in Africa containting 
carved wooden headrests, historical photographs, and beaded child figures. Courtesy 








Figure 3.12. Viewer watching a slideshow of images of hair and hairstyling at the 






















Figure 3.15. Pieter Hugo, from the series Judges, Botswana, 2005, Lambda prints; artist 
unrecorded, Yoruba Beaded Cap, Nigeria, date unrecorded, beads, rope. Courtesy Wits 








Figure 3.16. Anders Kelto, School Year: A Dress Code to Keep Gangsters Away, 2013, 




































3.20. Sideview of an installation of an amaXhosa men’s ensemble. Beadwork, Art and  







Figure. 3.21. (Left) Young isiXhosa-speaking woman beading. Caption reads, “A girl 
doing beadwork for her sweetheart.” (Right) an isiXhosa-speaking man. Caption reads, 
“Dumane wearing most of his beadwork collection of seventy five pieces.” Illustrated in 
Aubrey Elliott, The Magic World of the Xhosa (London, Johannesburg, Cape Town: 






Figure 3.22. Studio Photograph dating from the late 19th Century identified as a young 
isiZulu-speaker. Photographer possibly Salio Epstein. Courtesy Michael Stevenson and 







Figure 3.23. Installation view of the beadwork collections in the Phansi Museum, 


























Figure 3.26. Zanele Muholi, Mini and Le Sishi, Glebelands, Durban, Jan. 2010, 2010,  







Figure 3.27. Andrew Putter (Left) Athenkosi Mfamela, 2012, Fuji crystal matte lightjet 
print, 50 x 35 cm. (Right) Athenkosi Mfamela as ‘A Young Man Dressed for the Dance,’ 
2012, Selenium-toned silver gelatin lightjet print on fibre-based paper, 50 x 35 cm. 










Figure 3.28. Nomasonto Baloyi poses at the exhibition opening of Beadwork, Art and the 








Figure 3.29. Wits Art Museum curator Anitra Nettleton with beadwork artists Esther 
Mahlangu, Esther Mnguni and Sophie Mahlangu at the exhibition opening of Beadwork, 
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